
DONNA SALKIN: It's my pleasure this morning to introduce to you Dr. Gordon Hodas.  He's the 

consulting psychiatrist to the Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services.  He works at the 

children's hospital in Philadelphia and also Jake Vandall.  Jake is in the center here and I -- just so you 

know, I've had to ask Jake how tall he is.  He's six-eight and a half because my husband is six-five and I 

knew he was much taller than my husband.  And also with us today -- oh, I'm sorry.  And Jake is a 

Certified Peer Specialist and also Alex Knapp.  And Alex is a Dallas Cowboy fan I learned.  So I'm not so 

sure, but anyway, Alex is the lead Youth Involvement Specialist for the PA Partnership and it's my 

pleasure to invite you to listen to these three gentlemen today and enjoy the session.  Dr. Hodas. 

GORDON HODAS: Great.  We have some chair -- we have some extra chairs up here if you need them.  

Good morning everybody. 

AUDIENCE: Good morning. 

GORDON HODAS: This is very exciting to be here and to be able to present once again with my two 

colleagues who I very much respect and enjoy working with in multiple ways.  What I'd like to do is tell 

you that although this is my first PBIS Implementers' Forum and I'm a child and adolescent psychiatrist, I 

do do school based mental health.  It's in an approved private school.  And I'm quite familiar with PBIS.  In 

fact when I joined the Children's Bureau for the Office of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services 21 

years ago, I've became aware of the fact that there was a revolution going on in mental health and I'm 

fortunate that in my career I've been able to be participating in really two significant revolutions.  The first 

was in family therapy as I had the opportunity to be at the Philadelphia Child Guidance Clinic under 

Salvador Minuchin for those of you who are familiar with that history and the second was moving into the 

system of care movement and CASSP Principles in 1992.  So when I came in 1992, it had really begun in 

the year mid '80s.  And I found myself behind the curve a little bit; I wanted to know more about this.  So I 

certainly talked with the stakeholders within Pennsylvania but I realized that a lot of the action was 

outside.  So I identified two people who were available at national conferences and actually came to 

some Pennsylvania conferences as well.  One of them was Ira Lourie, a child and adolescent psychiatrist 

who had really kicked it off at the federal level at NIMH as I will be alluding to briefly, shortly.  And the 

other was one by the name of Lucille Eber who of course is central to PBIS.  And I was just fascinated 

with her ideas and her very elegant way of presenting them and so for the next three, four or five years I 

actually spoke to both of them.  And they were very welcoming and I learned a lot from them.  So 

although I have not been formally involved in PBIS or Positive Behavioral Support in Pennsylvania, I have 

been supporting it indirectly through my work at the Children's Bureau and have a very, very high regard 

for that and for what you folks do.  Having said that -- I'm responsible for my own PowerPoints.  So you 

know who we are and of course this is available for download on the website.  Let me say that our goals 

for today -- my job is to consider antecedence of youth empowerment beginning with the family 

empowerment movement of the 1980s and moving forward.  Basically, I want to give you a sense of 

context and clarify what youth empowerment entails and why it is important.  Then -- and most 



importantly, we want to hear the stories of two young adults regarding their experiences within the 

education and mental health system with particular focus on education as students.  The strengths and 

the limitations and their perceptions of what people and education can do to support the development of 

students.  And then we want to consider the interface of youth and education in terms of the model of 

positive behavior supports and the role of students within the education system.  I think that last one may 

arise through discussion.  We certainly want to have discussion at the end but the main thing is for me to 

provide a sense of context and then for these gentlemen to speak.  And, you know, I wasn't familiar with 

this gentleman by the name of Chinua Achebe but he died in March of this year and he was a Nigerian 

writer and author of "Things Fall Apart" in 1958 which essentially led to the legitimacy of black Africans 

writing about Africa rather than -- like missionaries writing about Africa.  And he quoted a proverb that I 

think is rather appropriate for this.  He said, "Until the lions have their own historians, the history of the 

hunt will always glorify the hunter."  Now, I don't mean to suggest that education is an adversarial process 

but these are the lions who are going to be talking about their own experience with education, extremely 

important part of the conversation.  So, once upon a time, there were children but there was no children's 

mental health to speak of.  There was the child guidance movement beginning in the 1900s but for the 

most part particularly children with complex challenges were not identified and were not treated.  That 

began to change in 1982 when Jane Knitzer wrote her celebrated book, "Unclaimed Children" which was 

both the call to conscience and to action.  She identified children with complex needs who were not 

getting appropriate treatment, systems were fragmented and families were marginalized.  This had a very 

significant effect in the 1984, the aforementioned Ira Lourie at NIMH put out some seed grants to help 

states address the needs of children in the public system and their families.  The first grants went out in 

1984 and for you historians in the second group of grants, Pennsylvania got one in 1985.  In 1986, 

CASSP principles were first articulated at the national level and we got to doing that in 1995.  We 

articulated six CASSP principles.  I'm not going to dwell on these because many of you maybe familiar 

with them but at that time it was identified as child-centered and family-focused.  We want to note how 

those concepts have changed, community-based multi-system, culturally competent and least restrictive, 

least intrusive.  Very hard to argue with these but more significantly so important that there is a consents 

value system that is supposed to guide not just mental health but child serving systems.  Then there were 

some further developments and it was recognized that traditional treatment simply doesn't work for 

children with -- and youth with complex needs.  Families were still marginalized and even blamed.  And I 

remember that in my own experience.  There was the emergence in different parts of the country of 

unique non-traditional individualized approaches.  For example in Chicago, there was Karl Dennis in 

Kaleidoscope; very, very interesting and worth checking on.  There was the Alaska Youth Initiative with 

John VanDenBerg, who is still very active.  And there was a system of care approach in Vermont lead by 

John Burchard among others.  CASSP principles were seen as helpful but limited because they needed 

some teeth.  And what emerged gradually was the concept of systems of care which is embraced by 

communities often with the use of -- what we in Pennsylvania call High Fidelity Wraparound as the 



practice model and systems of care was a tool for system reform to address youth with multi-system 

involvement and significant challenges and to empower families, extremely important.  And then in 1986 

as identified by Sheila Pires in 2011, there were seven values or principles or systems of care.  And what 

you're going see among the first -- within the first bullet is that it's now family-driven, not family-centered.  

We'll talk more about the difference and youth-guided.  Okay.  It's still home and community-based, more 

specifically identified as trans-based and individualized.  Always intended within CASSP principles but 

now articulated, culturally and linguistically competent.  Integrated across systems, connected to natural 

helping networks, extremely important that there be an integration of natural supports and not a total 

dependency on professional services.  And data driven and outcome oriented.  So I think that right here 

you see a lot of similarities to the guiding principles of PBIS.  That's it's not just good intentions, it has to 

be data driven and outcomes oriented as well.  And Beth Stroul, who was one of the leaders in this 

movement, identified clearly that the system of care is value based.  In fact, it's a set of values and 

principles that provides an organizing framework for systems reform on behalf of children, youth, and 

families.  And I think when you hear from Alex in particular with regard to the Pennsylvania System of 

Care Partnership.  Clearly, this is an effort at systems reform.  It's not just to do more of the same and it's 

not just to include more people, it's to do things differently as well.  So in the 1980s, and I remember this 

quite distinctly because I was a provider -- primarily a provider at that time, the family movement 

developed.  This was built on the momentum of Jane Knitzer's book and the [inaudible] that I mentioned.  

And Pennsylvania was an early adapter with Grassroots Family Advocacy.  In fact, that's one of the things 

that Pennsylvania is known for, its family advocacy history and roots.  There are many factors that 

contributed to the family movement, I've already identified some of them, but basically families were being 

blamed, overlooked, disqualified, their experience and expertise was being ignored frequently and 

unfortunately until the early '90s, it was necessary in Pennsylvania and still is unfortunately in some states 

for families to give up custody of the child to get certain levels of care for mental health treatment in 

particular the residential level.  The national federation of families formed in 1989 and there are now over 

120 chapters and state organizations.  It's a robust organization and some of us have had the opportunity 

to present there.  So, one of the goals of PBIS is family empowerment.  And one of the goals of systems 

of care and CASSP principles is also family empowerment.  I've already talked about the national 

federation and I've talked about how family driven care is now a key concept.  So what does that mean?  

According to Usher -- Usher and Gary Blau who is the head of the children's -- CMHS at SAMHSA, family 

driven care means families have a primary decision making role in the care of their children as well as the 

policies and procedures governing care of all children and their community state, tribe, territory, and 

nation.  A primary decision making role., not the only decision making role, but also not signing on the 

dotted line when wise professionals come up with what they're supposed to do.  And so we see the 

progression from family-centered to a much more powerful family driven.  Of course at the time and to a 

lesser extent now, there were provider concerns as the families began to exert themselves.  And I 

remember this, some of the things that were verbalized were -- our training and expertise will become 



irrelevant.  The need for political correctness will take over, we'll be bullied by families.  What's the point 

of going to graduate or medical school?  If families know so much, how come they need treatment?  

Should we just agree with what they want and remain silent?  These were some of the things that came 

up, but smart professionals learned some things, on their feet and by subsequent reflection.  These 

include the following, that collaboration is invigorating and synergizes and amplifies possibilities of 

change.  That the family's lived experience is a form of expertise, a unique form of expertise.  That 

drawing upon this expertise improves treatment and treatment planning and in no way undermines the 

professional, that active families are more engaged and more resilient.  If anything High Fidelity 

Wraparound has shown that to be the case.  That meaningful conversation and disagreements can still 

occur.  You don't have to be a pastor.  You don't have to say, "Okay.  What do you want?"  Mission 

accomplished.  And that professionals still have important roles, particularly providing expertise and 

promoting dialogue and consensus and listening.  So now we move to youth empowerment.  The parallel 

should be somewhat clear, but I'm going to make them a little more explicit.  The youth movement is 

made possible by and builds on the family movement.  It's clear that this would not be happening had 

families not done what they did in the late '80s.  It's based on a commitment to collaboration, shared 

decision making and the value of youth's lived experience.  And some of the determinants of the youth 

movement are a desire for their own voice separate from parents.  This is developmentally appropriate.  

The reality that the view of needs on the part of the youth may differ from the parent and at times 

unfortunately, there maybe conflicts.  And youth as with families earlier were tired of being overlooked, 

disqualified and even blamed.  Blaming is extremely toxic as you know.  So, we have a national 

leadership and we have leadership within Pennsylvania.  There is Youth M.O.V.E. National.  We have -- 

we have chapters in two counties, Philadelphia and Allegheny… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And Fayette. 

GORDON HODAS: And Fayette.  Thank you.  And just so that you know, Youth M.O.V.E. means -- refers 

to Youth Motivating Others through Voices of Experience.  So what does youth-guided care mean?  And 

by the way, Pennsylvania is presumptuous enough to not just have youth-guided care as its goal, but to 

have youth-driven care, but nevertheless, nationally it's youth-guided care, so what does that mean?  

Youth-guided care means and this from Youth M.O.V.E. itself, to value youth as experts, to respect their 

voice and to treat them as equal partners in creating system change at the individual state and national 

level.  Note the importance that it be at the individual level or particular youth and their families, but also 

at policy levels.  And in Pennsylvania, as I said, there are a number of ways in which youth are being 

empowered and efforts are being made to expand that.  I would just make reference to bullets three and 

four, the Youth and Family Training Institute is something which I as a member of OMHSAS sit on and 

Jake is a youth member, a youth young adult member.  The system of care partnership which involves 

youth recruitment engaging and leadership is under the aegis of Alex Knapp who is sitting to the left 

there, to my left.  So we have representatives of two of the major entities that are involved in youth 

empowerment here with you.  Now, what are smart professionals learning?  Well, you're going to notice 



that this is exactly the same slide I had about what smart professionals were learning about families 

because it's the same thing.  Collaboration is invigorating and synergizes and amplifies change just as 

parents' lived experience is a -- is a unique expertise so is youth's lived experience.  It does not 

undermine but enriches the process.  Active youth are more engaged and more resilient.  Meaningful 

conversation and disagreements were made possible and professionals still have roles.  I'm still up here.  

I haven't lost my purpose.  So, what I want to do just very briefly since this is an education conference is 

raise some of the issues regarding youth and public education.  The system of care concept now 

encompasses a public health approach.  In other words, it began for that third tier group of kids who have 

extremely challenging behaviors and for their families.  But over time it's been recognized that if one is 

going to comprehensively, in a public health manner, address the needs of youth, one needs to move into 

prevention and early intervention.  This is the same thing with the three-tier process of PBIS.  So it's 

important to bear in mind the evolution that system of care has had.  And of course Pennsylvania has 

positive behavioral supports which is a reform effort in public education.  I know I'm preaching to the choir 

here so I'll be very brief about it.  It's a model created to address issues of prevention or early intervention 

and a higher level of need, both behavioral and educational, it's three-tiered, public health based to 

promote and reinforce positive behavior, engage the entire community and appropriate focus involving 

parents and families.  So it's really very, very parallel to what's been going on in mental health and we 

regard you as our partners.  Some questions to consider and here I'm speaking.  One identified PA -- P -- 

BBS goal and I got this right off the website, is to ensure that youth and families will have opportunities for 

meaningful participation in all network activities including the development provision, monitoring of 

services, policies, and procedures.  How much youth participation actually occurs at both the school and 

the network levels?  How much shared decision making occurs with youth?  Particularly relative to what's 

going on in mental health.  Now, I'm not directly involved at the ground level with this.  So this is only a 

question, and it may or may not come up in the course of this conversation, but I just want to raise that 

because I see a strong emphasis on families and communities and a little bit less on youth.  And then you 

don't really need to be oriented to hear what our gentleman are going to say, but I nevertheless want to 

offer you one lens to consider, would PBIS or PAB-PBS, hard to say, have prevented or addressed some 

of the experiences that Jake and Alex will describe?  How might it have made a difference or if not, where 

else do we need to go?  So with that, I introduce to you Alex Knapp. 

ALEX KNAPP: Do I have to use that? 

GORDON HODAS: Yes, you do. 

ALEX KNAPP: All right. 

GORDON HODAS: You do. 

ALEX KNAPP: I hate [inaudible] 

GORDON HODAS: No, you really have to use this. 



ALEX KNAPP: I hate microphones.  Hi, guys.  My name is Alex Knapp.  I actually grew up right here in 

the area.  Actually graduated in Hershey at the Giant Center from Central Dauphin School District.  

There's a couple faces in the room that look a little familiar from CD School District.  So it's a little nerve-

wracking.  I'm not normally nervous for presentations.  But -- yeah.  I'm 23.  I have involvement or had 

involvement with all five major child serving systems before I turned 18.  Special education, drug and 

alcohol, Juvenile Justice, children and youth and mental health.  Had a plethora of diagnoses ranging 

from MR to autism, to bipolar, to ADHD, to ODD.  Not trying to, you know, put any stereotypes out there 

but some of those were obviously wrong.  I don't think, you know, that those all actually worked out.  So… 

MALE: Please [inaudible] 

ALEX KNAPP: Oh, sorry.  When I -- when I was told that I would be presenting at an education-focused 

conference, I really took a step back.  As typical young person, you could probably say the majority of my 

quarrels are with the education system.  So it was -- all right.  Excuse my language for a minute but how 

much of this can be a bitch session and how much of this is me trying to stay positive.  So it was a really 

difficult challenge and I kept putting it off as to what I was going to talk about and putting it off and putting 

it off, to the point that last night I was sitting down at home and I was like, I can either work on this or I 

could cut my hair and I decided to cut my hair.  So it was really a -- really growing revolution as to what I 

thought I would talk about.  So for me, I think I'm going to start a little later in life, probably about when I 

was in high school.  When I was 14 and I entered Central Dauphin High School.  I was already involved 

with Juvenile Justice.  I had already been arrested 14, ninth grade, four times.  I got arrested every even 

grade, starting in second grade.  I hit the librarian in second grade.  I wanted a book.  She didn't want to 

give me the book.  So I hit her.  Probably not the best response but I was a kid and that was the response 

I had.  I went to the police station.  Told them what happened.  They sent me home and said, "Don't do it 

again."  Probably not the response a kid would get today.  But, you know, so I entered high school.  I was 

already on probation.  I was in really serious behavioral health treatment.  I was going to group therapy 

twice a week.  I was having an individual therapist come out to the house.  I was going to an individual 

therapist once a week.  I had a family therapist coming out to the house.  Really, really heavy intense 

amounts of therapy.  About a year went by and I had become really, really close to teachers actually.  My 

Spanish teachers throughout middle school and high school -- I don't know why it was always Spanish 

teachers but for some reason they became like family to me.  And I went into a therapy session one night 

and I looked at my group and had admitted to being have -- I admitted to have being sexually abused as 

a kid from the age of five to thirteen which was really heavy.  And I was able to go to school for one day.  

And I went to school and I just walked into my Spanish teacher's room and just broke down crying.  This 

Spanish teacher was really cool and there'd be times where, you know, I was a little nerdy gay boy so 

she'd write me a pass and I'd get to skip gym for the day or, you know, she'd write me a pass and I'd get 

out of that boring study hall and get to go hang out in her room.  In most days, I would skip lunch and 

while I was in Spanish 2, I would sit in her Spanish 3 classes and take all the tests and learn everything 

with all the other kids like I was supposed to be there.  It was my escape.  So I walked into her room the 



day after I admitted -- admitting to have been sexually abuse and just broke down crying and told her 

everything.  The following day OCY pulled me out of the house in partnership with Juvenile Justice and 

threw me in a shelter where I stayed for 75 days.  It was in a shelter that I finally realized how blessed I 

was to have -- to be going to a school like Central Dauphin High School.  I was in a -- in a room with kids 

from different districts.  I was in a room with kids my age, who weren't reading on a ninth grade level.  You 

know, kids my age who were reading on third grade levels and fourth grade levels.  And when the teacher 

in the shelter looked at me and said, "We don't have your level of Math.  We've never had someone come 

in with this high of a level of Math."  It blew my mind.  I was a ninth grader.  I was in Algebra 2.  It wasn't 

like I was, you know, in anything far in advance.  So it was there that I really started to dig education.  I 

really started to take advantage of the opportunities that were presented to me.  Since I couldn't take 

classes that were on my level, she was handing me practice GED tests.  That was what I was doing for 

class every day in shelter.  And then once a week, I would design a lesson plan and I would teach a 

class.  It was typically in English.  That was -- I ended up going to college and majoring in English for a 

little bit until I realized I really didn't like kids and I was like, "Probably not want I want to do."  So, you 

know, I did that for 75 days and then I went into an RTF, a residential treatment facility where I stayed for 

372 days.  It was supposed to be 379 and I was told I'd be discharged on December 19th and I looked at 

them and I said, "My mom's birthday is December 17th.  Can you sneak me out two days early and 

surprise her at home?"  And they did.  So 372 days and in those 372 days, education was a battle.  It was 

a fight.  It wasn't the fact that they woke me up at 5:30 every morning and school didn't start till 8:00, that 

wasn't the big deal.  It wasn't the fact that I was sharing one shower with eight other guys.  It wasn't a -- 

those weren't the issues.  The issue was the IU, just like the shelter, was looking at me going, "We're not 

used to teaching this level.  We don't know what to do."  So I started acting out.  All the time.  More than I 

was acting out in high school.  More than I was acting out in elementary school.  And it wasn't me acting 

out because I was being bad.  It was me acting out because I was bored.  So in order to avoid that say -- 

that's why you guys all have a word search.  I didn't want any of this education -- you know, professionals 

trying to get revenge on me throughout the presentation.  So I ended up having to fight and I was lucky 

enough to be given the opportunity to join the Office of Mental and Substance Abuse Services advisory 

structure when I was 16.  It was a brand new concept; bringing transition age youth on to the advisory 

structure where I met a lot of cool people.  And specifically I met a woman named Sallie Lynagh, who's 

with the Disability Rights Network of Pennsylvania.  And I looked at her and I told her what was going on 

with my schooling.  And she said, "They can't do that.  They can't do that to you."  So I went in and I said, 

"File the grievance."  And I remember handing the grievance to the staff person and he looked at me and 

he goes, "If I were going to write a grievance, this is exactly how I would write it.  I'd cite everything they're 

doing wrong and tell them to fix it."  And I was like, "Well, that's what I did."  So, you know, we looked at it 

and I ended up getting enrolled in the local public school.  Here am I, this kid in -- on probation, locked up 

basically in a residential treatment facility.  And for eight hours a day I just go -- walk down the street to 

the local public high school and hang out like a normal student.  It was very fortunate that I ended up 



being able to do that.  And then even there -- it wasn't CD.  It wasn't the school that I was used to.  So I 

was still having problems and people weren't getting it and I tried talking to teachers or I tried talking to 

the transition specialist who was working with me and they weren't understanding what I was saying and I 

was probably just really young and I was still learning how to advocate for myself.  So it was probably a 

little mixture of me not knowing how to express my needs.  But halfway through, I -- you know, we broke 

for summer and so summer happened.  And then we came back and I was like, "Oh, I need to do a senior 

project.  I'm going to intern somewhere."  And the RTF was like, "No.  You can't get an internship.  You're 

in residential."  And again I went to Sallie Lynagh with the Disability Rights Network and I said, "They're 

telling me no again."  And she said, "They can't do that."  So I filed another grievance and by the time I 

was done, they had taken all the grievances that I filed out of my file and I had my own binder of just Alex 

Knapp grievances that I had filed while I was in residential.  But I was able to intern at Wernersville State 

Hospital which was a great eye opening experience.  I got to write a huge paper for my senior project.  It 

worked awesome.  It gave me a whole new passion for mental health.  I got to learn about things like, you 

know, I'd always heard about mental illness and I knew that I had a mental health diagnosis and -- but 

when the guy came up to me and told me that he wasn't allowed to leave the hospital because there were 

13 pterodactyls outside trying to eat his brain, I realized that this world was a lot bigger than what I was 

used to.  So, I finished my time in residential.  My program was supposed to be an 18 to 24 month 

program.  I finished it in 372 days.  It was the fastest amount of time anyone had ever finished that 

residential program.  I did it because I was determined.  I wanted to graduate from my home school.  I 

was -- I was, you know, CD Ram then.  I was -- I was going to graduate from there.  I had a beautiful new 

building.  I was -- I was going to do it.  So, you know, December, so we go in and they're like, "All right.  

You'll start back up with school.  Come right after winter break."  So, we meet with the school 

administration about a couple of days before the winter break and they looked at me and they said, "Oh, 

we don't think you can handle being mainstreamed.  We want you to go to alternative ed for the rest of 

your senior year."  And I looked at them and I said, "Are you kidding me?  Are you serious?  I just worked 

my butt off for the past year to be able to come back here and you're going to tell me no?"  I was like, 

"Where's the grievance form?"  There was no grievance form.  It took me calling in my teachers from 

Ephrata High School.  My teachers from the IU, my residential staff, my juvenile probation officer, the 

CEO of Wernersville State Hospital, who was also an alumni and band parent, I went to high school with 

both of her daughters, took them both to prom.  And they all came into this meeting and looked around 

like, "Why are you doing this to this kid?  Like, he just wants to graduate with his friends.  He just wants to 

come back to the high school."  And I sat in in this room and I just cried and my mom and my dad sat next 

to me and they were like, "Why can't he be mainstream?  What is your reasoning?"  Oh, well, there's 

2,000 kids in this school and we don't think he'll get the attention he needs and this and that, and this and 

that.  And finally, I won because I was not taking no.  I looked at the people making the decisions and I 

said, "You're either going to re-mainstream me or I'm going to drop out and go get a GED and screw your 

program."  And it won.  I mean, at the end of the day I won and I went back.  And my biggest way of kind 



of saying like, you know, screw you to the school district was not only did I go back and finished.  I 

graduated 67th in like my class of like almost 500.  So, I was pretty proud of myself.  And I was like, 

"Yeah, that's right I did this," and took two AP classes coming in halfway through the year, like, that was 

my vindication.  And got accepted to college on a full ride based off of academics and SAT scores.  So, it 

was such a battle.  Now, so, you know, I went on, hit some more roadblocks.  I struggled a lot in college.  

Dropped out.  Got addicted to drugs again.  It was -- it was a really big roadblock up and down, up and 

down.  And then when I was about 20 years old, Sallie Lynagh called me and she said, "How are you at 

grievance writing?  Are you still pretty good at that?"  And I said, you know, I haven't had to do it in a while 

but I think I have an idea.  She said, "Well, we're looking for an intake advocate at DRN, would you be 

interested?"  And I said, "Sure."  I said, "Sure.  A job that pays more than 7.50 an hour, yes, please."  So, 

I started working for DRN and I worked there for about a year.  And then after that year, System of Care 

who I was sitting on the state leadership team for said to me, you know, "We're looking for youth 

involvement specialist, are you interested?"  And I said, "Full time, health insurance?  That sounds 

amazing."  So, I got this opportunity with System of Care.  And as I took this opportunity, I learned more 

and more and more.  National data is showing that where System of Care comes in on intake, so like 

about 60% of kids have never been suspended or expelled, 30 months later where the System of Care 

philosophy has been introduced that number goes up to almost 80% of kids not being expelled.  Not 

being suspended.  That's awesome.  That 20% difference in 30 months just by incorporating this 

philosophy that youth and family are equal partners in the process.  Youth empowerment isn't the idea 

that youth make all the decisions.  It's that their voices are respected.  Their voices are heard and valued 

just like the family.  There were times we were sitting at the table where it wouldn't be the school 

professional or the mental health professional that was getting yelled at.  It was me and my mom or me 

and my dad going at it in the meeting and the professional would just be sitting there going, "Oh God, I 

don't even know what side to take on this, like, ooh."  It's about finding the common ground amongst all 

three and really putting focus and value on that.  So, with System of Care, System of Care has this 

beautiful philosophy.  It's about changing the way we're doing business.  In Pennsylvania, we started 

bringing this philosophy here about four years ago.  I'm sorry.  I was looking at Shannon who I work with 

in the back.  And we're seeing success and we're saving money, which is always a good thing because 

there's not enough money.  So, yeah, I think that's all I'm going say and save more time for questions, if 

that's cool.  And I'm going to let Jake take over and hopefully he's a little bit more engaging.  You guys 

are a tough crowd. 

AUDIENCE: [inaudible] 

ALEX KNAPP: You want to stand on the table? 

JAKE VANDALL: You did well. 

ALEX KNAPP: They're scary. 

JAKE VANDALL: Can you hear -- can you hear me?  Hear me?  Hear me?  All right.  I do things a little bit 

differently.  I usually don't use a PowerPoint.  I'm just kind of a notes guy and if I think that, you know, you 



may benefit from something that I'm saying I might go back repeat it or give you a little idea of something 

or elaborate on it.  And I don't know.  Yeah, this -- it's very interesting being in front of a crowd that you 

know there's so many educators and not so many providers because I'm used to always talking in front of 

a strict -- pretty much strictly providers in the mental health advocacy field.  And, you know, they're 

usually out there going, "Yeah," you know, and they're all into it.  And everybody is into it. 

AUDIENCE: Yeah. 

JAKE VANDALL: You know, and I think this also means there's a change happening to where the 

educators go, "Wait a minute.  We're seeing this huge population of people that aren't getting served.  

What can we do to help now?"  Rather than just send the person off.  You know, write more referrals and 

send -- you know, because there's all different ways that people have helped me throughout my journey 

and what I do now.  That's why I'm here because it was a few -- a few of those people that valued what I 

was doing and they saw something that I was doing.  And they helped me to be able to get to that point in 

my life where I was kind of like, "Okay.  All right.  Somebody is listening," other than just a normal, you 

know, mental health advocate or, you know, it was beyond that.  It was far beyond that.  My name is Jake 

Vandall and I do have, you know, co-occurring disorders.  I've had a drug and alcohol dependency and 

mental health diagnosis.  I've had a very long, you know ride to get to where I'm at.  And if it wasn't for a 

few of those people that values us, truthfully, you know, us here, you know, we wouldn't be -- I wouldn't 

be alive.  I'd, you know, I definitely wouldn't think too much of myself either.  You know, and it was those 

people in the education system, some of them of which I kind of feared at first because it's like, "Wait a 

minute.  You have so many other people to deal with or you have so many other people to engage, why 

are talking to me about my issues or why are you taking interest in what's going on with me?"  And I had 

to take that into consideration and put some of those old guards down, you know.  And I think the 

educator has to come to that point too, drop them, bring down a little bit, relax a little bit, you know, 

because not every parent and not every student is coming at you with a grain of salt.  It's just that's the 

only way that some of us know, you know, because -- and it's not necessary that we're being taught that 

way either.  Because my mother is one of the biggest advocates there were, when there was nobody 

speaking back in the early '80s, you know, late '80s, early '90s it was kind of -- you just had a group of 

parents that would go around, trying to advocate for the mental health system to be pushed into, you 

know, the public school system.  And a lot of us will go to alternative education, you know, and be taught 

in different ways to deal with our emotional problems.  I can tell you that I'm a very eccentric type of 

person.  That's the way I am.  That's the way I'm built, you know, but that can also have a negative 

connotation to it when I'm dealing with emotional problems, stress, anger, all these things that were going 

on because of situations that are happening in my life and, you know, a normal average teacher would 

say, "Man, this kid is, like, you know, too much.  What are we going to do?"  You know, same principle, do 

what the job requires, right?  And my mother is, like, wait a minute.  There's underlying issues to this.  But 

see, at the time, it wasn't built in -- really built into the system.  You know, it's because of those parents 

that did, you know, I believe, it started to be noticed.  As, you know, this is a little bit more than just 



somebody acting out because they want to tick their teacher off or be a nuisance, you know, and ten to 

one, there's usually something else going on outside.  So it's about looking at things that are underneath 

the surface.  Because I guarantee, I'll always guarantee every time there's a root cause to somebody's 

actions, you know, as to why they're acting out.  I was in kindergarten, first grade, you know, trying to talk 

to myself out loud to be able to deal with what was -- what was really going through my head.  And there's 

a lot going through my head, believe me.  And I didn't know any way else to deal with it except the way I 

deal with most things, you know.  I either would become angry, distressed, and again, take it out on all 

the wrong people.  And, of course, I'd be in trouble for it immediately, you know.  But it took some of those 

concerned parents like my mother to say we got to go beyond this.  We got to see beyond this -- these 

surface actions and look underneath to what the root cause is of a child's behavior.  And I believe that 

that's really where the two systems can collaborate together as a community and also, you know, in the 

business end of things.  But anyway, I wrote down a couple of things.  I'm a big note writer.  That's what I 

do because I think it kind of helps me to be able to express some of the things that I think about without 

getting too, you know, all over the place.  But I -- I'm looking at a couple of different things, like, what is 

education?  What does it mean to be educated?  What does it take to be educated and why would 

someone want to be educated if they feel like they have, you know, no value or purpose?  And I can tell 

you, with as many supports that I had, you know, on the outside, I didn't feel any value or purpose on the 

inside of what I was dealing with.  I didn't even know how to deal with half the things that were going on.  

And I definitely didn't think that the school system was going to help me with any of that, you know, 

because that's where you find out about yourself.  Supposedly, people would always say, "Well, your high 

school years are the going to be the best years of your life, man."  Lie, you know.  You know, it's so -- you 

know, you get all these myths and, you know, people who come up with these ideas that they are going to 

promote you and you're going to grow out of all these things.  Well, mental health -- mental health issues, 

you just don't grow out of, you know, it's just one of those things.  Now, it's up to me to come to a place in 

my own life to be -- you know, to become responsible for what I'm doing so I can, you know, get out into 

the community and be a part of, but it doesn't just go away, you know.  I have to take care of it.  I have to 

treat it just like I do any disease or illness or anything that I've, you know, dealt with because I've also had 

physical health problems, you know.  And then kind of -- it's one of those things.  And let's see here.  You 

know, understanding someone like this and what it takes for them to get through a day is something that, 

you know, the educators must come to understand; by doing this, the person may feel like they have a 

chance to be noticed and that -- and that they may be, you know, that they can start to learn, you know.  If 

they feel like they have a purpose, you know, and a sense of stability, then they may have that 

compassion or, well, that inner passion to want to learn, to be more aggressive and, you know, in the 

education field.  Because I definitely wasn't, you know.  I had a lot of interests.  I've always kind of prided 

myself on taking note on historical things, you know, of -- I'm a collector.  I like to collect a lot of different 

things.  I'm a musician.  You know, I'm an artist.  But I wouldn't be able to do any of those things if I didn't 

have the passion or the desire inside me.  And if I wasn't being pushed by somebody to be able to do that 



on the outside, then it's kind of like you're -- you hit the wall.  Because then you're -- here you are.  You're 

searching and you're still thinking to yourself, well, one of these people on the outside giving me any of 

that okay.  You know, sometimes you need that okay from somebody, you know.  And that person can be 

a teacher, believe me.  And in fact, like I said before, some of those teachers that took the time to step 

outside the box, one of which could have probably put his job at risk because he got too personal, old 

man told me something about himself that related to me and saved my life.  Isn't that unbelievable?  

Saved me from killing myself.  That's an incredible thing.  Because he said, "You know what?  I'm not 

going to see that list again.  I'm not going to see that."  You know, not even -- that gets me -- still gets me 

very emotional.  And today we're very good friends, you know, because that's the way it works.  He 

stepped outside -- he stepped out of that educational box and said, "All right.  I'm going to save him."  I 

had no other chance, you know.  This is just the way I look at it because it was five seconds.  I've heard 

people say, you know.  And, you know, I totally understand, believe me, I do understand, you know, that 

things can get very frustrating when you're dealing with an overabundance of kids, young adults.  

Sometimes, you know, some classrooms are filled up with 32 people.  But it only takes a few seconds to 

change somebody's life with what you say or your actions towards them, that's it.  You know, because I've 

heard someone say, "Well, you don't know what it's like dealing with 25 people."  I have a -- I've had case 

loads of 25 people with where I work.  I've gotten phone calls, day in and day out, dealing with mental 

health issues, the same things that I've gone over, over and over and over again with this person, five or 

six times in one day, you know.  So think about it sometime, I'm just asking you, think about it.  When you 

step back, you know, wait a second, five or ten seconds, you might have saved that person's life.  If it was 

my son and daughter, niece, whatever, friend, what is it going to -- what would I do?  What would I do?  

Because I treat every individual that I have on my case load that I see on a, you know, a pretty regular 

basis as if they were a family member, I do.  Of course, there's boundaries with things.  You know, we all 

have different etiquette, work etiquette, whatever.  But sometimes we have to take the human approach.  

Be human beings again, drop it down a little bit, and save somebody's life.  It's very -- it's very simple.  

You know, I have seen lists go past me, people on the newspaper, guys that I went to high school with 

that didn't have that drive.  They didn't feel like, for whatever reason, they could get beyond what they 

were dealing with, with their mental health issues.  And they wound up dead.  You know, drug overdose, 

gang fights, you know, you name it and it -- and it kills me, because a lot of them were very intelligent 

people, you know.  I could have been a statistic.  Many, many, many times, like "Oh, there he is,  mental 

health got a little out of control," or that, you know, took too many that time or he, you know, he's drinking 

again, he'll be dead in a couple of years, you know, that kind of thing.  But it was because of those people 

with, you know, within the mental health system and the education system that saw me through all that 

stuff.  You know, a person sometimes comes to a point where the only value they can feel for themselves 

is from a person from the outside.  Many educators gave me that value when I didn't feel anything for 

myself, you know.  Values and -- values are important but what lengths are we willing to go to help 

another individual to feel that again?  Again, that goes back to stepping out of yourself for five seconds, 



take that time, you know, you step out of yourself.  That's the question here.  Are we willing to continue to 

learn in order to help someone else through their journey?  Because everybody has a journey through 

life, I believe that.  We have -- all have a purpose.  You know, it comes down to how much time are we 

willing to invest and, you know, really, the time that was spent changed my opinions on the system that I 

felt at one point wasn't listening to anything I had to say.  Because I went from public school to alternative 

education school, you know, to help my emotional and anger management issues I dealt with, back to 

public school again.  You know, so I spent eight years away from the public school system.  And I was 

learning about myself again.  I was learning to pull all these tools out and all these -- and then finding the 

ability to feel again and to have emotions again.  And then I go back into a system, it was a lot larger than 

I dealt with in a long time.  And a lot of them had doubted -- unfortunately doubted because of what we 

were dealing with at the time, doubted whether I was going to make it or not.  You know, and you and just 

hear it in tone.  Tone makes a big difference to whether somebody gets something, you know, or to the 

way that someone thinks you're reacting to something, you know.  So, it helped me to put some closure to 

a lot of baggage I was carrying around just having some people who invested their time in me even if it 

was briefly.  You know, when it came time for me to help another individual, I had to remember the time 

that someone else took -- to help through a lot of heavy situations that I had been dealing with.  We have 

to start to look at the importance of listening and checking into an individual's situation.  By doing this, we 

are allowing the person to have a voice again.  I was able to speak in my own meetings again.  I was able 

to feel like I had a presence within the system, that I was not just put there and I had other people 

speaking for me.  I felt like I was somebody again because I was given that opportunity to have a few 

teachers who said, "This is how he's feeling.  This is what we're saying.  This is what he's talking about."  

Not you have a system that deals with this outside of us.  Let the therapist handle it or let the, you know, 

and say, "Wait a minute, you can help me too because I like being here but I don't like being here," you 

know.  I was feeling two different -- two different feelings.  And, you know, I wouldn't be a certified peer 

specialist first of all if I didn't believe in the power of investment and action.  Like, both of those things are 

very important.  And the other thing is I definitely wouldn't be in the mental health field if I didn't believe in 

the people who had fought for the past 40 years, you know, in the recovery advocacy movement.  And 

who have been pushing that towards a place that, to me, can get very dangerous, you know, because I've 

worked in different situations.  I was in a -- I worked for about five years in the group community outreach 

through education which was affiliated with the company I worked for now, Family Services of Western 

Pennsylvania.  And we looked at an age range or 16 to 24 and it was amazing how many people dropped 

out of school because they had different issues that were not being considered.  That everybody was 

kind, you know, I would hear the same story over again, "Well, he had acted out way too many times."  

Well, why?  Where was he coming from?  What did he do the night before?  What, you know, can he 

read?  That was a big situation.  There was a lot of people I knew dropped out of school because they 

couldn't read and made fun of continuously, over and over, and over, you know.  And you deal with that 

and so you just try and skip your way through life.  And usually end up in the criminal system, 



unfortunately.  You know, if you ever want to see something amazing, go look up those statistics, how 

many people that are uneducated that are sitting in the criminal system right now.  It's pretty, pretty 

incredible to me, how many people have mental health issues that were, you know, overlooked and 

people who have walked out, you know, of pretty decent situations because they had no hope, now 

they're sitting in the criminal system, you know.  So I'm going to close with this because I believe when a 

person is done speaking or done, that's it.  It just -- it was kind of -- we put it together and whatever 

comes out -- well, here it is.  But this is really what it all comes down to, whether you're a provider in the 

mental health or whether you're a teacher, whether you're a teacher's aide, whether you're, you know, in 

a school district, whether you're working, you know, we used to have a cafeteria ladies who were brilliant.  

They were honestly brilliant.  They would say things to you, you know, and you thought you were talking 

to your mother or something, right?  They say, "Well, look at you.  You look a mess."  I was, you know, it's 

like, you know.  That's cool, you know.  But -- yeah, it was amazing just -- I had a teacher one time.  I'm 

just going to tell you one little story, another one, then I'm closing.  I had a teacher who had a very 

interesting attitude.  He was very hard to take sometimes.  But let me tell you how much he motivated me 

to do better in -- as far as work ethics.  The guy was unbelievable.  He came in.  He'd wear jeans and his 

tie, shirt and he'd come in and we'd, you know, always talk, I'm like, "Well, aren't you suppose to be in 

dress pants?"  And he goes, "They're denim slacks," you know, he'd kind of do that whole thing.  I'd catch 

him smoking.  You know, but with the window open, you know, and he just slam the door -- the window 

and kind of -- like we had this weird connection.  I'd always, you know, and I got him to laugh.  I was the 

only person that could make him laugh because he was just on that other -- kind of on that other side of 

the fence where, you know, it felt like he knew he could get to me.  He could work around the issues I had 

and I could deal with him even though I hated some of the stuff he would tell me.  But he taught me about 

constructive criticism.  He taught me one of the most valuable things as far as my, you know, some of my 

training is concerned.  And I took a project to him.  I was totally obsessed with it because it was 

incredible.  It was for, you know, all the secretaries were getting their new notepads because I had printed 

notepads for them, beautiful.  It has a school logo, everything.  I said, "This is it.  It's all, you know, 

measured out."  And he goes, "Throw it out, garbage."  I was like, you know, he goes, "Now, you're on the 

workforce."  I said, you know, and it stuck with me for about a month but then I got into the printing 

business.  And we were throwing stuff that most people would consider awesome every day because you 

have to have it just that way.  You need a little bit of that [makes sound] you know, you need someone to 

kind of give you that little push once in a while.  And that -- and it would play through my head over and 

over again like, "This is what I was being taught that whole time."  And, you know, even though he 

couldn't look at me one-on-one and sit me down on a chair, he still took that five, ten seconds whether it 

was to humiliate me or to, you know, teach me, or to give me something that he'd been taught.  It still 

resonates with me now.  And I think everybody in this room is capable of doing that at some point during 

their day, you know.  So in closing, I'm going to use, you know, empathy and I believe there are three 

things here that I'll go with what we do, you know.  Empathy is the capacity to feel deeply for someone 



despite the fact you do not share the same experience.  Sympathy is the capacity to feel deeply for 

someone because you do in fact share in the same experience.  Compassion, sympathy and empathy all 

have to do, you know, all have to do with passion, feeling for another person because you identify with his 

or her suffering.  True empathy adds to the expression of those feelings.  Empathy is the key that can 

unlock the door to our kindness and compassion.  That's all it takes.  That is all it takes.  You know, and 

I'm glad that everybody showed up.  It was awesome.  It's always a pleasure to speak, really.  And, you 

know, if you ever think about saving somebody's life, you know, just do it.  Do it.  Don't even think about it, 

just do it, you know.  It's pretty simple but it's about all I have.  Have a safe ride back. 

GORDON HODAS: Getting there. It takes a village to get a microphone free.  It was our intention to have 

all three of us speak and to allow ample time for discussion.  And so we do have that opportunity.  I'm 

going just to take a moment to reflect on some of what we've heard.  Well before Jake used the word 

passion, I was thinking about passion and I was thinking about how both of our speakers not only are 

remarkably articulate, but they have passion.  And how truly important it is for all of us to have passion on 

what we do.  We need to do more than just show up.  We heard Alex talk about how the system of care 

philosophy is a beautiful philosophy and how it involves youth voice being respected, heard, and valued.  

And that really is what it's about and what it needs to be about at all of our human services including 

education.  And most strikingly for me, he talked about how he got even, how he got vindication and it 

was by being successful.  And don't we want to help our kids understand that the most valuable way of 

getting even and having vindication is by being successful.  Not by chucking it, not by giving vent to anger 

without some appropriate channel, but to channel it toward being successful.  I think those are important 

lessons for all of us.  And Jake reminds us that we need to look underneath the surface, how important 

that is.  And because we're human beings whether we're in education or mental health or Juvenile Justice 

& Child Welfare, we react to the way people react, to the way students react or young people react.  

Sometimes, they're friendly and sometimes they're not.  Sometimes they're hostile.  It's not easy for us to 

be in the presence of hostile people.  But we need to remember that there's a reason that they're hostile.  

They're not born hostile and we need to try to get, as Jake suggests, to the root cause and look 

underneath the surface.  And then he talks about how it only takes a few, five to ten seconds to change a 

life.  And that is extraordinarily profound.  I have learned through being in what I do, in the field for as long 

as I have, that it's only part of the time that people tell you when they've had an aha moment.  It's only 

part of the time when they tell you that they have necessarily been impacted by what you said, but youth 

are always listening.  They're always listening whether they react or not.  And that's why we always need 

to be working.  We always need to assume that this might be the moment that they're listening.  We can't 

-- we can't take time off.  We can't just go through the motions.  And it's really, really important to 

recognize that somehow we have to sustain ourselves in the absence of cues that we may be making a 

difference.  I work, as I said, in an approved private school and I'm just starting to meet a young man I 

was asked to evaluate.  And the history is that when he came to the approved private school at age 11, 

he had an identified IQ of 46.  And he was very, very unsocialized and very unmotivated to learn.  When 



his teacher, who was very kind and compassionate, some words that Jake used, teacher tried to engage 

him, he would push away.  And he would say, "Why are you messing with me?"  And then he would say 

and consider this, "You're the police."  Okay?  Fast forward two and a half years later, and although I'm 

being asked to him, this young man takes pride in his work and participates and is an active member of 

his learning community.  Something happened and it has to do with relationships.  It clearly has to do with 

relationships.  And if he has an IQ of 46, we're talking about emotional intelligence not just cognitive 

intelligence.  So, we need to remember that.  Coleman talked about that because it's important and 

they're not necessarily the same.  So, I'd liked to open this up and I'd liked you to have the opportunity to 

talk with any of us particularly Alex and Jake to respond or react to something that they said or to ask a 

question.  And please don't be shy.  Yes.  I would say to please speak up though. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay.  No problem.  Get -- where did you get the peer certification? 

GORDON HODAS: We're going to pass this around, okay? 

JAKE VANDALL: Okay.  Well, I got my certification in Greensburg, but was affiliated with a trainer outside 

of Philadelphia and I also had two trainers that came from Mayview State Hospital. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Did you have -- was that an associate's degree, was it a four-year track? 

JAKE VANDALL: It's a -- it's a state certification.  It's done through two-week training period, but you have 

to keep 20 accredited training credits to keep your accreditation for a year.  It has to be recertified every 

year. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Thank you. 

JAKE VANDALL: Yup. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: When you were at your most distressful place in the system or when you were 

feeling most alienated, what is it that you needed to hear in that moment?  You both -- either both of you 

actually. 

ALEX KNAPP: Go ahead. 

JAKE VANDALL: For me, I had to hear the fact that there was still hope for us.  The people who were the 

-- or were done with them or were the, you know, cases that are dismissed or the ones who were, you 

know.  The people who were looked as the statistics, you know, I had to believe that there was hope 

beyond that.  I had to hear that there was hope beyond that, personally. 

ALEX KNAPP: That's a really, really deep question.  I think for me personally, I think what I needed to 

hear was that somebody still had my back, you know, that like I wasn't alone.  You know, just knowing 

that, you know, maybe -- oh, right, damn microphone.  You know, that people might not have agreed with 

the decisions that I was making, but that no matter what, you know, somebody was going to, you know, at 

the end of the day, bail me out of the hole I was digging or at least help me find a ladder to climb out of it. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: You went to an alternative school [inaudible] was there a methodology, an 

approach either [inaudible] 



JAKE VANDALL: That actually worked you said?  Okay.  For the public school, there were a couple of 

teachers who had -- and I found this out later, you know, that had worked at the alternative school that I 

went to in previous years and then went back to the public school system.  So, they took some of that 

empathy and compassion back with them.  So, I was, you know, that's a blessing.  I didn't know it until 

later, you know.  But that was -- that was the thing, they already had that idea that a person can succeed 

beyond, you know, beyond their "the abilities" that they were looked at.  As far as -- as far as the 

alternative education school went, they treat everybody as an individual with learning style, with -- the 

way people were diagnosed, the way that people interacted.  There was a lot a hands-on interaction that 

really helped me to find, you know, find my way back to the things that I like to do.  And I definitely really 

felt more engaged, you know, with the hands-on approach.  That's the way I learn.  I learn a lot better, 

you know, whenever somebody is really interacting with us, you know.  And it was same way in public 

school, too.  I -- you know, I did have a few teachers that really understood the class that they had, you 

know, day in and day out, you know.  So, I guess it all has to do with individual teaching style.  But those 

were couple of things I've -- I was able to see that some teachers took their, you know, took that time out 

to look into different ways of… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Were the class sizes similar when you went to alternative school?  Was it a 

smaller class size [inaudible] 

JAKE VANDALL: Some, some.  It really -- a school district that I went back to was considerably large, but 

not too overwhelming.  Alternative ed was usually between eight to fifteen, somewhere in there.  So, it 

was pretty moderate.  I mean, you have a lot more room to, you know, engage people obviously.  But the 

public school that I went to even though it was large -- again, there were a lot of -- the teachers I was 

dealing with by the time I went back, definitely knew how to take on that situation, you know, so. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: You've obviously spent a lot of time [inaudible] so it would be the impression then 

when you left.  Those teachers did not have those qualities and that's why you left or did you just feel that 

you matured in terms of the mental health therapy in the alternative ed [inaudible] environment? 

JAKE VANDALL: Can you repeat the first part of the question please? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: No problem.  Whenever you left… 

JAKE VANDALL: Okay. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: …was it some type of challenging situation or history, so would it be safe to 

assume that those teachers did not have the compassion, sympathy, and the empathy that you felt with 

the teachers when you returned or you just felt the maturation process with themselves, learning by 

themselves, going to the smaller setting in the alternative ed? 

JAKE VANDALL: I had -- both ways.  And I actually went both ways as far as my story is concerned with 

that.  I had, you know, some teachers who understood it but again, didn't have the capacity to be able to 

address it at that time and it was thought best that I moved on from the public school system for a while 

because I was becoming a danger to people.  You know, I was becoming -- I was -- obviously, I was 



acting out in ways to deal with all my frustrations, anger, and emotions that I was dealing with that seven- 

and eight-year-olds shouldn't be dealing, you know.  But they took the time out to suggest this move, you 

know, it wasn't like they weren't paying attention to it.  But then again, there were some who were telling 

my mother, "Well, if they put him on the right medication and if he is put in a certain situation, we should 

be able to keep him in for so long," and so on and so forth, you know, and they kind of would drive around 

therapeutic aspects.  And then when I went back to the public school, I gained some knowledge on my 

own to be able to engage with people a little bit more -- in a way that wasn't so sensitive all the time 

because I am a pretty sensitive person, you know.  And it's only from learning about myself that you do 

that obviously, I mean -- is that… 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Yes, it is.  Thank you. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Do you -- this is to both of you.  Do you think the PBIS framework that we're all 

working to implement could have been effective for you?  That it would have been that extra help or more 

identification to the school, that it would have been help -- been able to help you more in the mainstream 

school and not have been placed out?  Do you think this framework could work?  Could it work for you 

guys? 

ALEX KNAPP: Yes.  I think that if -- I think PBIS has a lot of potential.  It's still very new.  I think it has a 

lot more fleshing out that needs to be done but I do think that if PBI -- PBIS had been in school at the time 

that I was in the school, the -- I don't think the battle would have been as hard to get back into 

mainstreaming and I think being mainstreamed, I would have been more comfortable with sharing the 

difficulties that I did experience in the mainstreaming because there would have been more natural 

supports already built within the school to help me with the main stream process. 

JAKE VANDALL: I believe that all things like this can obviously work but it's up to the school districts and 

the people who are taking it on to embrace it and utilize it.  That's where it comes down to.  I mean 

everything that we do, whether it's me being a certified peer specialist, you being a counselor, you being, 

you know, an educator or whatever.  It's how we take it on, embrace it and give it back.  And if something 

that is good is being given back in a way that is negative, then it goes out the window anyway.  I mean, 

it's all in who's being given back to, you know, who is being given to and who's embracing and utilizing it.  

I mean, that's just my overall view on it. 

ALEX KNAPP: And I think one of the weaknesses and one of the things I think will really strengthen PBIS 

and something I hope that everyone leaves here like realizing is that [inaudible] that will help to ensure 

success with PBIS is to really start asking students and asking recent grads, you know, what would have 

helped you, you know, what works, what's not working, how can we make this better? 

GORDON HODAS: Just -- I would just like to add to this that PBIS is a wonderful formulation, evidenced 

based mental health practices are wonderful.  Protocols for doing evaluations can be terrific.  Ultimately, it 

comes down to the individual.  Ultimately, it comes down to the capacity for empathy, to borrow from 

Jake, the passion, the ability to really do it.  And that human dimension maybe looked at as a weakness 



but in fact it's core -- it's core.  It ultimately depends upon human beings and so I think that it's very, very 

good but people need to sign on and people need to have support and people need constant training and 

people need to want to do it. 

JAKE VANDALL: Yeah, two in the back 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: That's kind of what I was going to I ask.  I actually have a comment and a 

question.  It sounds like personal connections are really kind of what really helped both you and Alex 

even said that you had to put in a lot of [inaudible] and you had to advocate for yourself to get what you 

needed at that time.  And you're both obviously resilient and successful now but do you see any big gaps 

like either on a state level here in Pennsylvania or on a federal level, like, that you look back now and say 

if only you had that like -- I think PBIS was a great start but do you see like as a system, something else 

that could or should be done? 

ALEX KNAPP: The biggest thing and I don't --damn it.  The biggest thing that I can -- I can say about that, 

the biggest gap and something that I really think we're trying to do --- I know Jim Palmiero is being -- is 

part of our -- or is part of a really big project regarding this and he's part of PBIS -- the PBIS initiative here 

at the state level is this, you know, it would have been really helpful if the probation officer and the 

therapist and the guidance counselor and the teacher and, you know, everybody would have been talking 

together and like -- it's not that they weren't talking together because every time I messed up, it seemed 

like they would come together and talk.  Like it would have been cool if they would have been there when 

things were going well or when we were designing the plan or if, you know, if the counselor would have -- 

was saying, you know, do ABC while the teacher was saying do CDE and probation was saying do BCD 

and it would have been helpful if everybody was on the same page.  I think that's the biggest gap and I'm 

sorry that I'm moving my hands much.  But that's like the biggest gap that I wish would have really -- I 

think would have really made a difference. 

GORDON HODAS: Uh-hmm.  Yes. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I just wanted to push back a little bit.  Two things that both of you guys talked 

about was the Spanish teacher who let you skip gym and that was really great for you and the teacher 

who opened up and kind of went outside the box.  And I don't really know kind of what the end question of 

this would be but I find it very interesting that's two things that kind of teachers weren't supposed to be 

doing.  You know, I'm not supposed to be having students skip gym so they could come to my class.  

Like, I guess it kind of leaves me with and a little bit piggyback on what she's saying, these systems that 

we do have in place aren't doing so much if teachers are having to put themselves on the line where -- so 

are there -- like I said, I don't kind of know what the end question would be but I find myself -- if you let the 

kids skip gym, now we're getting the message it's okay to not go to something that you're supposed to.  

Can I have five kid in my Spanish 3 class that aren't supposed to be there or there's only one kid, you 

know… 

ALEX KNAPP: Right. 



AUDIENCE MEMBER: I'm…I don't know what the question in there. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I think what [inaudible] is trying to get at is we have to make the kids [inaudible] 

building the relationships is what you're [inaudible] 

ALEX KNAPP: The teacher I think -- I think the -- I think the teacher like -- yeah, I completely get that.  

Completely, entirely.  I think that the thing was, you know, the teacher knew like if I went to her and said, 

"I don't want to go to the gym today at all, like I just really -- I can't -- I don't want to do it today," like it was 

an individual relationship and individual rapport.  It wasn't a matter of me skipping gym every gym class.  

It was a matter of something's up if he's coming to me and beinf like, "I don't want to go to the gym today."  

You know, so, I think -- I think it's really about building that individuality, that individual, you know, taking 

the time to get to know your kids.  I guess would be the best way to say that, you know. 

JAKE VANDALL: Real quick to what you were saying, I think from even working with school districts, it's 

about building that plan around that person, you know.  So, that way they have something to do on the 

outside too and once they get that structure on the outside, they want be so reliant on what you, you 

know, you as a teacher are doing.  They may, you know, still consider you a go-to source above anybody 

else but once they've figured out that outside, you know, situation that they can to go to, it would be a lot 

easier to handle somebody in a way that's, you know, you're still being compassionate but it's like, "Okay.  

What are you supposed to do now?  What are you -- what is your plan?"  We have this plan.  If you work 

with it, you know, it develops itself too.  You know, I mean, it can develop itself once everybody is on 

board like he was saying, you know, when you get people on board and everybody is in here acting in a 

way that isn't like, "Oh, well, I'm a teacher," you know, "I'm the counselor."  "No, I'm the, you know, case 

manager."  "I'm the therapist."  And say, "Okay.  We're all here for this person."  If it's a person-centered 

planning meeting, then you're a lot -- it'll be a lot easier for those kinds of things to happen.  I honestly 

believe that, when it becomes totally individualized and focused on that individual. 

ALEX KNAPP: And… 

JAKE VANDALL: Oh. 

ALEX KNAPP: Can I… 

JAKE VANDALL: Yeah.  Go ahead. 

ALEX KNAPP: …[inaudible] one more time? 

JAKE VANDALL: [inaudible] all the way in the back 

ALEX KNAPP: I think -- I think another thing is like, for you guys, that individuality can really come out 

especially when you're helping with IEPS like, you know, it's really making sure like, you know, I know for 

a really long time it was really difficult, like I know I was invited to the meeting but like I was invited to sit 

there, was I -- you know, somebody threw a plan in front of me and said, "Sign this."  You know, it's really 

giving them -- giving, you know, students the opportunity to be like, "You know, what, no.  This part of this 

plan sucks."  One point in my plan -- I was a I was in high school and I had to write a daily journal entry 

about my feelings.  Yeah. That was dumb.  Today, I feel happy.  Whatever, like I just have to write three 



sentences to get you off my back and get a good mark on the IEP to move forward.  You know, so I really 

think, you know, making sure -- again, it goes back to making sure that voice is being valued. 

JAKE VANDALL: All way in the back. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: This goes back to kind of the alternative ed.  I see and my question -- I don't know 

exactly what my question is but when you returned from alternative ed to public education. 

JAKE VANDALL: Yes. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: We're seeing or I'm seeing there's a -- an academic gap when they come back.  

Now, they've -- there's coping skills.  There's strategies in place for them to handle situations that were 

conflicting prior.  But now, there's an academic gap and so now their behavior is -- and some students are 

recognizing and some students aren't, behaviors are escalating because as people say, they'd rather look 

like the bad kid instead of the stupid kid. 

JAKE VANDALL: It's true. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: So when you revert back to public education, it's a question -- do you see it now?  

Is it better to go with the peer group or is it better to go like to the academic and returning to a grade level 

behind.  Did you see that?  Did you experience that? 

JAKE VANDALL: Two things.  One, I've talked to people who have dealt with that situation, you know, a 

couple of people that have had to stay behind a grade or two because they went alternative ed and had 

to, you know, figure out their life situation in order to even understand what they're doing.  So, but after a 

time period, it's up to -- I believe that it's up to that individual to come to that place where they take the 

responsibility to say this is where I'm at.  I've got to move forward.  If I stay in this situation, I will still be 

that same person and I'm not going to go anywhere.  So would I rather be in ninth grade instead of tenth 

grade -- it's kind of like or go to jail?  You know, because I feel like, you know, being a mess in the system 

or whatever.  You know, and that's where, again, I believe it's that transition period.  When they come out 

of the alternative ed school, go to high school, you know, you got that transition period there.  You catch it 

right there, so they can get all those feelings and all of that emotion out about, you know, well, I might be 

behind and something or I might not fit in or I might, you know, and all the other things that go along with 

that.  Personally, I had some situation with myself with it.  I was not held back, but I knew there were 

couple of things that, you know, I could never really grasp, you know, like other people did.  I'm not a 

huge Math fan.  You know, I'm just the way it is.  You know, I'm a lot -- I'm into English and stuff like that.  

But I don't know.  It all has to do with learning style.  But under -- but the underlining thing is having a 

person understand that it's not the end all.  This is not the end.  You are not stuck in ninth grade for the 

rest of your life or whatever because you had -- or you're not in eighth grade when you should be in tenth.  

You work on that situation for whatever it is.  And the school district is relatively, you know, in the know as 

far as that goes.  I believe that there should already be a treatment plan in place to address that problem, 

just that one little process right there.  You know, whether it's Math, Reading, English, you know, instead 

of just holding somebody back all the way and then well, because of this Math thing, you got to stay and, 



you know, otherwise, I should still be in seventh grade probably or something, you know.  So, but, yeah, I 

-- again, it goes back to individualized process.  But it's the transition period that this, you know, that the 

both schools have to be on board with, you know, and I had a pretty good transition.  I really did.  I had 

some -- a good team.  Not everybody gets that, believe me.  You know, and other times, it goes back to 

the individual.  How much do they want to participate in too?  So it's two responsibility -- two responsible 

parties. 

ALEX KNAPP: I don't think -- and I think while that's a valid question, I really think that the question we 

should be asking is why is there such a disparity between alternative education grade levels and 

mainstream education grade levels, like I really think that's the real -- like because if I wouldn't have had 

people backing me and would have -- like teaching me how to advocate for myself, I -- my grade level -- I 

would have been much further behind, you know, I was -- when before I filed agreements to go to public 

education in -- public school and RTF, I was in a class with kids who were my age but on a 4th grade 

reading level, like -- the question, I don't think is how can we help to make sure that the transition process 

is smoother.  I think the real question is why is there such a disparity between alternative education and 

mainstream? 

GORDON HODAS: Do you have any final questions for our people? 

ALEX KNAPP: Yeah. 

GORDON HODAS: Yes. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I think you guys did a great job emphasizing how important it is for you to have a 

voice and to be respected.  And I'm wondering if you're aware of any examples or models where there's 

opportunities for students to participate in and to be heard it and contribute to [inaudible] 

ALEX KNAPP: Yeah.  That was exactly what I was going to end the session with.  So like, I think every 

educator knows that one or two or handful of like students that like you look at and you're like, "You have 

it.  Why aren't you getting it?"  You know, like, you know, if you would just take a minute and take a step 

back.  I was that kid.  I was the kid the teachers will look at and be like, "If you would stop being such a 

jerk, you would be making it so much further."  You know, like -- and there are lots of opportunities.  I 

have a flyer.  I have lots of stuff.  If you want more stuff to take with you, like information about system of 

care philosophy, what youth-driven and family-driven standards look like in Pennsylvania or potential 

leadership opportunities for youth and young adults.  Come up front, I'm more than happy to talk to you. 

GORDON HODAS: Anybody else?  Okay.  Well, I would just like to add other personal note.  I know that 

you folks are highly committed and so this may be fairly obvious to you.  But as a practitioner and not just 

a policy person, I see youth several times a week and I evaluate them, part of my job.  And frequently, 

they're not really interested in having that happen.  You know, they don't line up for that.  But I have 

experienced something which is truly, truly powerful and it's very simple.  It's along the lines of what, both 

Jake and Alex have said.  If you sit with somebody and you listen to them, and you create a sense of 

safety, and you let them know that you believe that what they're saying really matters, you create a kind 



of psychotic system where it's just you and that person and nobody else exists in the world for that period 

of time.  It blows their mind.  Now, there are variable responses and sometimes it takes several efforts.  

But fundamentally, it blows their mind to realize that they're being taken seriously.  And that's also what 

we're talking about.  So I ask you to join me in thanking our two youth for their work. 

DONNA SALKIN: Can I ask of you to join me in thanking Gordon, Alex, and Jake?  Thank you so much. 


