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From the desk of Jennifer Harrison - Director, Planning for Adult Life

January brings New Year’s kisses. July has fireworks. But, besides heaping helpings
of turkey and the errant snowflake, November has very little SHA-BAM.

Until now...
We are so thrilled to use this November to announce:

Celine Fortin Named Executive Director of The Arc of New Jersey



Press release: Céline R. Fortin, MSW, LSW and Associate Executive Director, has been

elevated to the role of Executive Director effective October 1st. Fortin has been with The
Arc of New Jersey for more than 30 years and takes the reins of the organization from

previous Executive Director, Tom Baffuto, who retired earlier this year.

As Executive Director, Fortin will be responsible for working directly with government

agencies, stakeholders, the Board and Local Chapters to further the mission of The Arc of
New Jersey and help advance the work done on behalf of those who the organization

supports throughout the state. For more than 75 years, The Arc of New Jersey has been
the preeminent champion for IDD inclusion across the state. With a range of programs

including Children’s, Legal, and Health Care Advocacy, as well as Governmental Affairs,
Supported Employment, and Information and Referral Services, The Arc of New Jersey

continues to set the standard for care and support along with the 20 individual Local
Chapters that provide community-based services to individuals across each of New

Jersey’s 21 counties.

“I am honored and humbled to serve as the next Executive Director of The Arc of New

Jersey,” said Fortin. “I was privileged to have served alongside Tom Baffuto for more than
25 years and I am inheriting a mantle shaped by excellence. I’m eager to continue to build

on his legacy and provide new ideas and a vision for The Arc of New Jersey to fuel our
growth and drive our mission forward as we effect change, shape policy and drive

inclusion for those with disabilities.”

Fortin brings extensive experience to the role of Executive Director, with a career that

includes more than 40 years of service to the IDD and mental health communities. She
first joined The Arc of New Jersey in 1990 as a research assistant and since then, has

held several director-level roles including most recently serving alongside Baffuto as
Associate Executive Director. Across each, she has demonstrated an unwavering

commitment to advocacy and being a voice for individuals and families as they navigate
and the face challenges that are often overlooked. A licensed social worker in the state of

New Jersey (LSW), Fortin earned a Masters of Social Work (MSW) with a Minor in
Developmental Disabilities from Rutgers University.

“There is no one more qualified than Céline to guide The Arc of New Jersey forward as we
leverage our strengths and dial up the impact we’re having across the state,” said Lauren

Zalepka, Board President, The Arc of New Jersey. “Her passion for advocacy is



unmatched and the experience she brings to the table, especially with supporting the

Board and our Local Chapters, is exactly what’s needed as we focus on the future. We
also extend our sincere thanks and appreciation to Michael Prendergast for his

exceptional leadership and filling the role of Interim Executive Director for The Arc of New
Jersey during this transition period. We’re looking forward to seeing Céline at the helm

and are eager to see her visionary leadership take root in the coming months.”

Céline has been an inspiration to everyone here at The Arc of NJ for decades and we

cannot wait to see what she accomplishes - and what we can accomplish under her
leadership - in the years to come.

Here’s to good work!

Jen

Ever wished you could have a timeline of exactly what
to do when your child turns 21?

Explore the English or Spanish DDD timeline below!

 

Click here to view on the DDD website in English

Click here to view on the DDD website en Espanol

The Arc of NJ's Youth Advisory Board - now open!

https://nj.gov/humanservices/ddd/documents/graduates-timeline.pdf
https://www.nj.gov/humanservices/ddd/assets/documents/individuals/graduates-timeline-spanish.pdf


The New Jersey Self-Advocacy Project is a thriving part of The Arc of NJ, and now kids under
the age of 18 can make their voices heard, too!

We are proud to announce our new Youth Advisory Board, monthly on-line meetings to sound off
on issues like special education, autism awareness, and anything else that's on your mind!
Meetings begin in January...

Scan the QR code on the flyer below to join this amazing group of up-and-coming self-
advocates!

Or click here to register

And now a bit about...
the importance of planning!!

This month's blog:

Of Mice and Men and Flying to Belfast: Planning is everything
By Jennifer Harrison

This is a true story. Do not attempt at home. It may not end well.

https://bit.ly/YAB1


Ours is not a traveling family. Not for lack of desire, per se, but a combination of time deficiencies

and funds earmarked less for wanderlust and more for HVAC breakdowns. But there was this one
time - long enough ago for the sting to have dissipated but not so long to have faded from memory

and mockery - that I planned a holiday in Belfast for my younger daughter and me. Excuses be
cursed, we were two gals ready to get our corned-beef-and-cabbage on in the historic city.

Now, I am an excellent savings-getter so our hotel was flawlessly Good Enough. The Weather
Channel has an excellent app, and so we packed to perfection. The plane was… well, the main

character of this story.

Our flight was scheduled for 5:30 on a Thursday evening. We live about ½ hour from Newark. My

husband’s gas tank was hovering around the F mark. All systems were go.

So, we piled into the car around 3:30 that afternoon and set off for the airport. This is roughly how

the conversation went from there.

My husband: What terminal are we headed to?

Me (consulting the itinerary): 8.
My husband: 8? Newark doesn’t have a terminal 8.

Me (consulting the itinerary again): Maybe it’s a B?
My husband: Well, IS it a B?

Me (trying to focus on the itinerary through tears): No. It’s an 8.

The car went silent.

That’s because while Newark Airport does not have a terminal 8, JFK airport in Queens, nearly an
hour and a half away without traffic - and there’s always traffic - does. And that’s where we were

meant to head.

I have made these mistakes before in various situations and under sundry circumstances. And it

was never for lack of planning. It was for poor planning, insufficient planning, and planning
executed with only one pair of (poor and insufficient) eyes. Because even though we may try to dot

all the i’s and cross all the t’s and discern all the 8’s from B’s, we can’t always be sure we’ve done
so. And that’s why help helps. 

Which brings us to PFAL and the importance of planning… with a plan.

When it comes to bridging the gap between childhood and adulthood with a child with

developmental disabilities, planning for adult life can mean laying the groundwork for post-
secondary education, vocational training, integrated employment (including supported

employment), continuing and adult education, gaining adult services, and independent
living/community participation. And while there are several age restrictions to filing government

paperwork, getting a jump on things is always a good idea. Delaying this process can mean fewer
choices for higher education, career paths, or personal development; last-minute decisions,

increased stress, and a feeling of being overwhelmed as students approach adulthood; students
potentially missing out on opportunities to develop critical life skills such as budgeting, time

management, and/or self-advocacy; or gaps in education and work experience that may affect



students’ competitiveness in the job market or their readiness for further education. Like knowing

the correct airport terminal - or airport itself - knowing where you’re heading is often as important
as getting there.

So what does planning look like?

It looks like working with your school’s transition team and support services to get an IEP in

place that best reflects your child’s strengths, wants, and needs.
It looks like understanding the income and services resources like SSI, Medicaid, and DDD

and making sure that the timelines are firmly planted in your brain and calendar. (For your
DDD timeline, scroll up and check out the flyers!)

It looks like thinking hard about the future and whether it should include full guardianship,
partial guardianship, or an alternative that will give your student the most independence and

least restrictive environment for them.
It also looks like getting excited for the future. Yes, it comes with anxiety - the future tends to

do that - but it is also the brilliant next phase, filled with big steps and baby steps and all the
steps in between that deserve to be celebrated.

Finally, planning looks like support. And that’s where Planning for Adult Life and the other
incredible programs at The Arc of NJ come into play.

Children’s Advocacy
Criminal Justice Advocacy
The Family Institute
Healthcare Advocacy
Project Hire
And the New Jersey Self-Advocacy Project

We are all here to help. 

My daughter and I managed to make our plane that evening with only a couple of amber (they
were amber!) lights run, but the lesson lives on. Because, as we’ve learned, the best laid plans…

Well, you know.

https://planningforadultlife.org/
https://www.arcnj.org/programs/childrens-advocacy/
https://www.arcnj.org/programs/criminal-justice-advocacy-program/
https://www.arcnj.org/
https://www.arcnj.org/programs/health-care-advocacy/
https://www.arcnj.org/programs/project-hire/
https://www.arcnj.org/programs/njsap/


Want the end of 2025 to include a little more joining?
Check out these great challenges, programs, and opportunities for

your student below!
(Click on the icon to see full-sized)

UPCOMING WEBINARS:

PLANNING FOR ADULT LIFE:

"Staying Involved After High School" - December 17, 7pm-8pm

Erin Smithers, Director of the NJ Self-Advocacy Project will discuss how you can
stay active, engaged, and energized out in the community even after you’ve left high
school. Meet people, share ideas, and explore things you may not even know
existed! There’s a whole world out there - we’ll help you navigate it!

https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/dfa617f8-2591-4f9e-b5fd-555932dfe0fa.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/dfa617f8-2591-4f9e-b5fd-555932dfe0fa.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/6fffe278-f6bb-4d3b-b336-7b9b7b260ef8.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/6fffe278-f6bb-4d3b-b336-7b9b7b260ef8.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/dfd36af2-fb81-473c-b4fa-c749adc3e63b.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/dfd36af2-fb81-473c-b4fa-c749adc3e63b.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/d97dbfbc-5a86-498d-bfb2-1ebeeb13833e.pdf?rdr=true
https://files.constantcontact.com/00354e99301/d97dbfbc-5a86-498d-bfb2-1ebeeb13833e.pdf?rdr=true


Click to register

CHILDREN'S ADVOCACY:

"Making the Future More Secure" - Dec 3, 6:00pm - 7:30pm

Join Donald T. Brown, the Special Needs Funding Coach for an engaging webinar
about gaining more peace of mind regarding what will happen when parents are
gone by learning how to most effectively support your loved ones.
Topics include:
Protecting government benefit eligibility
The basics of special needs trusts and ABLE accounts
Writing a letter of intent

Information will be presented in a practical, plain-spoken manner, and participation is
encouraged. Content is also relevant for professionals seeking basic answers to
financial topics impacting those they support. Participants are welcome to a resource
kit and complimentary consultation.

https://us06web.zoom.us/webinar/register/WN_NECqVqL9QFuh0-TBCzU-YQ


Click to register

CHILDREN'S ADVOCACY:

"Empowering Transitions: Post Secondary Options for Students With

Disabilities" - December 10, 6:00pm-7:30pm

Hosted by West Morris Regional High School SEPAG- Planning for life after high
school is an exciting and important step—especially for students with disabilities.
This informative webinar will guide students, families, and educators through a range
of post-secondary pathways, including college, vocational training, employment
programs, and independent living supports. We'll explore how to access
accommodations, navigate disability services, and make informed decisions based
on each student's strengths, goals, and needs. Join us to learn about the resources,
rights, and opportunities available to support a successful transition to adulthood.

Click to register

THE FAMILY INSTITUTE:
"Understanding and Supporting the Age-Related Health Changes in

People with IDD as They Grow Older" - December 10, 12:00pm-1:00pm

Join us as Margaret Gilbride, JD, CT, the Director of Transition, Employment, Aging
& Disability at The Boggs Center on Developmental Disabilities, discusses how to
support individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD) throughout

https://register.gotowebinar.com/register/4732689922941519446
https://register.gotowebinar.com/register/1325684918998293335


the aging process. We will explore strategies to enhance accessibility in both home
and community settings, including day programs, fitness centers, and places of
worship.

Click here to register

Check out this new DDD Transition Thursday’s Webinar Series.
These webinars are designed to provide you with essential
information and guidance as you or your loved one transition
from the school system to adult services through the Division of
Developmental Disabilities (DDD).
 

Topic: Transition to Adult Services & Intake Process
Date: 2nd Thursday of each month

Time: 6:00 PM - 7:00 PM
 
You will learn:
 

Transition Preparation: Steps to take as you or your
loved one approaches the transition from the school
system to accessing services through DDD.
Eligibility Criteria: An overview of the requirements to
be determined eligible for DDD services.
Intake Process: Guidance on completing the
application, submitting required documentation, and
completing the NJCAT assessment.
Interactive Q&A: Opportunity for questions to be
answered.

Register by clicking the link below:

January 8, 2026         Transition to Adult Services & Intake Process
February 12, 2026      Transition to Adult Services & Intake Process
March 12, 2026          Transition to Adult Services & Intake Process
May 14, 2026            Transition to Adult Services & Intake Process

https://register.gotowebinar.com/register/3972122544575635546
https://events.gcc.teams.microsoft.com/event/7414fede-3c62-45f7-92b1-c4ab0207db12@5711ee8f-5e83-4145-be03-c551134f4160
https://events.gcc.teams.microsoft.com/event/9596d9c2-6488-42a0-92d2-a65ead2946cb@5711ee8f-5e83-4145-be03-c551134f4160
https://events.gcc.teams.microsoft.com/event/368d853a-6c80-41a6-91ea-59b50c13f90c@5711ee8f-5e83-4145-be03-c551134f4160
https://events.gcc.teams.microsoft.com/event/32ecd4b7-80a9-48c7-9a25-bb2c1d9da522@5711ee8f-5e83-4145-be03-c551134f4160


June 11, 2026           Transition to Adult Services & Intake Process

Thanks for reading! We'll see you next month... The
Team at PFAL
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