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Human Rights Fair
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For immediate release: September 14, 2012
  LCPS Advocacy Club Attends
National Conference
By LCPS Recreation Therapist Thea Kavanaugh, CTRS, and OHS Teacher Shannon Vermillion
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LAS CRUCES – “It’s About Fairness,” was the resonating theme at the annual Self Advocates Becoming Empowered (SABE) National Conference August 30-September 2, 2012 in St. Paul, MN, whose attendees included Brenna Torres, student in the LCPS 18-21 program and Advocates In Action (AIA) member; Shannon Vermillion, Oñate High School teacher and AIA club sponsor); and Thea Kavanaugh, LCPS recreation therapist and AIA club advisor. This year, the SABE conference brought more than 1,250 state and local advocacy groups together from around the nation for a three-day conference.  Due to our involvement in Advocates In Action, each of us applied for and received full scholarships from the Friends of the Center for Self-Advocacy in Albuquerque, to attend the conference and be representatives for self-advocacy organizations throughout New Mexico.

It was a privilege to be recognized for what AIA is doing to raise disability awareness in LCPS and throughout Las Cruces.  It was also an invaluable opportunity to be among so many strong, incredible, self-advocates and  partake in the disability rights and self-advocacy movement taking place right now across the nation and worldwide.

The advocates and organizations attending the SABE conference bequeathed us an incredible quantity of information, tools and resources to convey to our students, members of AIA, colleagues and members of our community.     
SABE was founded in 1990 as the first self-advocacy organization in the United States.  SABE’s mission is to promote full inclusion of people with developmental disabilities in the community throughout the 50 states and the world. 

The SABE conference included breakout session topics related to its annual theme of treating people with disabilities with fairness, respect, humanity and dignity. We attended sessions on advocacy, the power of the disability vote, revolutionizing thoughts about work and disability and the importance of post-secondary education for individuals with disabilities.

The SABE conference also featured Interact Theater Company, comprised of professional actors with disabilities; a human rights fair; and keynote speakers such as the executive director of the U.S. International Council on Disabilities and the commissioner of the Administration on Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities.
“Traveling to the SABE conference was the most awesome thing I have ever done.  I felt excited and proud for whom I am.  I really liked it when everyone came together to sing original songs written by self-advocates across the country,” said Brenna Torres. 
Also highlighted at the conference was the promotion of the international treaty known as the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) and the potential of the ratification of this treaty in the U.S. and what that means for Americans with disabilities. We were in awe seeing the close-knit band of advocates fighting to be included in their communities and to have blatant civil rights as do other citizens of the United States. 

Advocates In Action is an organization which began at Oñate high school with a mission to bring students with and without disabilities together to support one another to further the development of and strengthen youth empowerment, self-determination and leadership skills through engagement in social activities, community service and advocacy of disability awareness topics and issues. “Advocates In Action helped me become stronger. It has given me the confidence to speak up for myself and others and has taught me to speak out in front of large audiences at conferences,” said Brenna Torres.  
During AIA’s first official year in existence, the club launched its first  awareness campaign, “Spread the Word to End the Word”;  presented at two state conferences; attended disability rights awareness day in Santa Fe; participated in the Keep Las Cruces Beautiful “Toss No Mas” Community Clean Up days; formed Team RESPECT and raised money for/participated in the March for Babies; and participated in Las Cruces’ first  Americans with Disabilities Act Anniversary Celebration.  AIA recently formed a chapter at Mayfield High School and is currently having meetings in the community.  We want to see if there is an interest to start a community chapter of AIA with adults with disabilities and citizens in the community interested in becoming advocates and raising disability awareness.  AIA meetings are held weekly during lunch at Onate HS on Thursdays in room B-105 and at Mayfield HS on Tuesdays in room 229.  Community AIA meeting are held the first Tuesday of every month at the Dennis Bell Disability Arts, Culture, and Citizenship Center from 6:00pm to 7:30pm.  

For additional information, contact Thea Kavanaugh at 575.527.5955, e-mail tkavanaugh@lcps.k12.nm.us or Shannon Vermillion at 575-527-9430, e-mail svermillion@lcps.k12.nm.us.
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Brenna Torres, student in Las Cruces Public Schools attends SABE conference. 





The group of New Mexico advocates who went to the SABE Conference





The 2012 SABE Conference, featuring rally songs of empowerment for people with disabilities











