
 
I never imagined that finding a school for my beautiful little boy would be the biggest 
challenge I will face in my adult life!  
 
We have 2 older children and when we were blessed with our third, Joseph, we did not 
think for a moment that he would be the one to change all of us. Joseph was going to be 
the easy one, the tag along, the spoiled rotten youngest of our family!  
 
After not meeting his speech milestones at 18 and 24 month, Joseph was diagnosed 
with autism at 27 month. At that point, we prioritized his needs and concluded that 
speech therapy, occupational therapy and physical therapy need to come before social 
goals. We focused on up to 30hrs/week on therapy. Despite my initial prediction, he did 
not start talking in 30 days.  
 
By the time Joseph turned 4, we recognized the severe need for peer model and 
interaction. The local Bethesda elementary school declined accepting Joseph in its 
“typical” classroom. Joseph’s extensive team of clinicians, advised to have him in a 
regular classroom surrounded by typical children.  
 
After reaching out to 20+ private schools in the area we decided to give it a little more 
time and continue with intense speech therapy at Kennedy Krieger while we continue 
seeking a school. Not for a moment did I think that this was going to be my biggest 
challenge in the years that followed. 
 
I reached out to private schools as far as Baltimore, in hope that my child would be 
accepted. No luck! The moment I would share the diagnosis, the conversation would 
wrap up within seconds.  
 
At the suggestion of a dear friend, I called the Gan at Adas Israel Congregation. After 
the initial conversation with the Director of Early Childhood Development and Family 
Support, Mrs. Stephanie Slater, for the first time, I hang-up the phone feeling hopeful. 
Joseph had a chance!There were options! A spot for him might be not only available but 
he would be welcomed. Soon after, I also spoke to his potential teacher, Noa Lehmann. 
During our conversation Noa made a point that will resurface on many occasions during 
our time at the Gan: “Children with a disability are a gift in a classroom, they make the 
other children aware of differences and increase their receptiveness and empathy to the 
human condition”. Together with Mrs Slater, Noa changed Joseph’s life and by 
extension, our family’s life for the better.  
 
Joseph has been our gift from the very beginning! Before our time at the Gan, however, 



 
I only considered that he would be a burden in any regular classroom. This shift in 
thought and philosophy gave us the peace of mind and the break that we so 
desperately needed. Nothing can compare to the knowledge that your child is accepted 
for who he/she is.  
 
With the Gan’s assistance, specifically Mrs. Slater’s, Joseph integrated into his Gan 
classroom with the support of a shadow. There were tears but there was a lot more 
laughter. Joseph was welcomed and supported by his teacher and school staff as well 
as by all his classmates. Girls would hold his hand walking down the stairs and boys 
would offer him rides on the back of their bike in the yard. He learned about maple 
syrup, Tu Bishvat, butterflies and wasps, Martin Luther King, Queen Esther and so 
much more!  
 
Due to his success at the Gan, Joseph was accepted in a private school, in a typical 
classroom. To date, Joseph successfully completed Kindergarten and First Grade. We 
know that Joseph still has a lot of catching up to do and we also know that maybe at 
some point, he will need to be in a modified classroom but that time is not now. He still 
has a lot to gain and learn and, at the same time, teach his typical-developing friends. 
 
Joseph’s success wouldn’t have been possible without that first moment of acceptance. 
The Gan at Adas allowed Joseph to grow and learn at his pace without judgement and 
yet with a lot of support and encouragement. 
 
God willing, Joseph will have a long and successful life sent on a path that started with 
jewish values like love of the neighbor, with acts of love and kindness, with friendship 
and gratitude, respect and acceptance/inclusion.  
 
Today, Joseph is home schooled due to COVID-19, we hope, however, that he will 
return to a typical classroom in the upcoming year.  
 

Ozana Papados - mother of Joseph, Gan student 2018-19 

 


