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A Seat at the Table: D49's Community Care Team
By: Amy Matisek

Educators today support more than academics. The everyday challenges of life and changes in society have taken a toll on students.
Staff across District 49 knew learners would come out of COVID lockdown academically behind, but weren’t quite ready for the lag in
emotional well-being. Time away from schools meant less social interaction for students and to an extent, unlearning soft skills
essential for success as a student.

Addressing challenges that impact the social and emotional wellbeing of students and staff in District 49 is critically important.
Positive mental wellness plays a part in academics and serves as a foundation for healthy school communities. (For more details on
why social and emotional support is needed in our schools, check out the first two stories in this three-part series on d49.org.)

Our schools are implementing programs to foster positive social and emotional wellness, and at the district level, one department
exists specifically to extend care and compassion throughout our D49 community. One example of their work, that is driven by the
D49 Cultural Compass, includes supporting student and staff mental health.

The D49 Community Care Team is made up of staff members who work together to support learners emotionally on their
educational journey and fellow colleagues who serve in the role of educator. “We have a grassroots and very wrap-around approach
to helping our students and staff,” said Jason White, coordinator of Community Care. “There are so many people involved with
support … our strategy includes systems, and includes people too.”

Understanding the Climate in Schools

One system for helping the community care team truly understand the environment of each school is the Culture & Climate Survey
that is facilitated annually to obtain feedback from school staff, parents and students in grades 3-12. Survey responders can share
thoughts about campus safety and security, bullying, and suicide and substance abuse prevention. It’s also vital to learning about
relationships between all stakeholders in each building. “With the results of the survey, we take a look at perceived versus intended
relational trust among adults and students in our schools,” White said. “It’s one tool we use to learn how we can enhance the culture
and climate in each school community.”

Offering Districtwide Training

Staff members in D49 can take advantage of another resource—several Pro Days each school year designated for professional
development. Many sessions are facilitated by district team members, and educators can choose from a variety of topics, including
mental wellness. “We collaborate with our coordinator of professional learning and the district’s health and wellness specialist to
address the needs of staff. Courses have helped equip staff members for taking care of themselves and for dealing with
dysregulated students,” White said. The April 3 Pro Day agenda included the courses, “Practical Wellness for Busy Professionals:
Building a Pathway to Emotional & Social Wellness,” and “Finding Work-Life Balance: A Panel and Facilitated Discussion for Women in
D49.”

Outside of Pro Days, the community care team coordinates training for parents and community members on topics sometimes
difficult to discuss, like suicide prevention. Their QPR classes (QPR stands for Question, Persuade and Refer) teach strategies for
learning how to interact with individuals who may be struggling with negative or suicidal thoughts. As the number of suicide
assessments by D49 staff has grown during the last few years, the number of teen suicides in the Pikes Peak Region has decreased—a
sign that addressing mental health struggles is making a difference.

Along with training sessions, D49 has partnered with UC Health to provide a free mental health hotline for educators in need of
support. For students, the community care team is a proponent of the statewide “I Matter Program,” a support system that connects
students with free virtual counseling sessions when in need.

http://d49.org/
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Behavior Experts on Team 49

When it comes to helping colleagues deal with student behavioral issues in the classroom, it sometimes takes more than a training class. D49 has well-
trained, board-certified behavior analysts like Amber Brown and Gretchen Vazquez on staff to teach colleagues how to respond to student behavioral
challenges. “We look at the ‘why’ behind something happening, and we use a scientifically-backed strategy—Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)—which
includes looking at the environment to create an intervention that will foster positive behavior changes,” Brown said. “When a staff member needs
support in the classroom, they reach out. From there, we set a meeting to talk and determine what support is needed. Sometimes staff on our team go
into the classroom to model strategies for teachers.”

Liaisons Partnering with Community

Thanks to resources across the Pikes Peak Region, D49’s Community Care Team provides support that extends beyond the walls of each school.
Community engagement advocates (CEAs) are licensed social workers who serve as a liaison between everyone in an important triangle—school,
community and family. “Our resources go well beyond providing food and clothing to families in need,” shared Jacki Ballou, CEA in the Falcon Zone.
“We play a big part in attendance and truancy issues that sometimes start due to lack of basic needs, and we connect families to outside counseling in
the Colorado Springs area when needed … I love working with families, and strengthening the relationship between student, family and school.”

Counselors Contributing at District Level

Rocio Padilla, school counselor at Remington Elementary, serves not only the RES community, but also on the District Wellness Team. “One of our
initiatives is staff mental wellness. At my school we created a space within the building for staff to re-charge and take care of themselves. We
encourage staff to use the room to be their best self for our students,” said Padilla. “In the room we provide coffee, tea and an iPad with the app
‘Headspace’ that offers self-guided meditation.” It’s proven to be a popular support system for employees. Since the start of the school year, the room
has witnessed more than 400 visits.

To inspire up-and-coming building leaders, Padilla participates in the principal induction program to share ideas with future leaders for supporting
social wellbeing in their buildings. “We talk about opportunities and strategies to create relationships as we know relationships are critical for all-around
wellness.”

Making a Difference Together

For this team, the proof is in the pudding, and they have learned that collaboration is key. “For us it is the relationships we build with staff in the schools.
I know if they put in a referral for support, they trust us. People will call or text to reach out, and I know they see me as an important part of their team,”
Brown said.

“There are many times where it is all of us around the table working together,” said Vazquez. “Some students might need a suicide risk assessment,
truancy might be an issue, and we may have behavioral issues with the same student.”

Carrie Clay, counselor at Falcon Middle School, agrees a team approach is essential. “I had a student who was having outbursts in class, and I needed
new ideas, so I reached out to the community care team for help. I got ideas from Gretchen on how to help this particular student and went back to staff
at my school to collaborate. And for students who continuously get in trouble, there is usually a community need too. I have reached out to Jacki for
help with providing food and jackets to families.”

It takes everyone around the table and across the district working together to benefit the staff and students of D49. “With this line of work, there is a
certain amount of faith you need. The fruits of your labor are having an impact well beyond what we may be seeing,” said White.

“We know students appreciate even the little interactions,” Clay said. “Our students tell us, ‘thank you’ for being there.

Continued from page 1
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I F  Y O U  W O U L D  L I K E  T O  G E T  A
T R A I N I N G  O N  T H E  C A L E N D A R  

F O R  N E X T  S C H O O L  Y E A R ,
PLEASE FILL OUT OUR TRAINING

REQUEST FORM!
 

T R A I N I N G S  A V A I L A B L E

ABC Data Collection
Antecedent Strategies
Applied Behavior Analysis
Behavior 101
Behavior Teaching Strategies
BIPs & Escalation Cycle Management
Plans
Building Relationships
Class-wide Reinforcement Systems
Classroom Management Strategies
Contracts (Student)
Counselor Behavior Training
Data Collection
Discrete Trial Training (DTT), Errorless
Learning, & Reinforcement
Early Childhood Behavior Training

Functions of Behavior/Functional
Behavior Assessments
Group Contingencies
Guest Teacher Behavior Training
Paraprofessional Behavior Training
QPR Suicide Prevention
Reinforcement & Punishment
Social Stories
Teaching Replacement Behaviors
Token Boards
Visual Schedules
K-2 Behavior Interventions
3-5th Grade Behavior Interventions
Secondary Behavior Interventions
Secondary Absenteeism & Truancy
Verbal De-escalation Strategies

We would be happy to put together a specific training based on your needs! 

https://forms.gle/hXkaDVf4DxjCehBa6

We completed 41 district wide trainings
through the 2022-2023 school year. 

Thank you for partnering with us!

https://forms.gle/hXkaDVf4DxjCehBa6
https://forms.gle/hXkaDVf4DxjCehBa6
https://forms.gle/hXkaDVf4DxjCehBa6
https://forms.gle/hXkaDVf4DxjCehBa6
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Looking at the "Why" Behind Behaviors
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Resources 
In case of emergency, dial 911

Safe2Tell: 1-877-542-SAFE (7233) 
 

Colorado Educator Support: 303-724-2500
https://www.coloradoeducatorsupport.com

 
National Suicide Prevention Lifeline: 

Dial 988 or 1-800-273-8255 
or Text “START” to 741741 

 
Colorado Crisis Center: 1-844-493-8255 

or Text “TALK” to 38255 
 

Bullying Recovery Resource Center: 
303-991-1397 or 

www.bullyingrecoveryresourcecenter.org
 

Free counseling is available through
iMatter, https://www.imatter.org 
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https://www.newfalconherald.com/
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Phone: (719) 290-5857 
Email: jballou@d49.org

Phone: (719) 213-1681
Email: srieves@d49.org

Phone: (719) 499-6044
Email: lcohen@d49.org

Jacki Ballou, Falcon Zone

Sarah Rieves, Sand Creek Zone

Lindsay Cohen, Power Zone

C O M M U N I T Y  E N G A G E M E N T  
A D V O C A T E S  ( C E A )

Gretchen Smith Vazquez       Amber Brown                                             
Phone: (303) 362-3827            Phone: (616) 485-3864                
Email: gvazquez@d49.org     Email: arbrown@d49.org            

District Behavior Analysts

Behavior 
Support 

Technicians

Nancy Aziz
Brandi Pry

Samuel Freeman

COORDINATOR OF 
COMMUNITY CARE

Jason White
Phone: (719) 235-2997
Email: jwhite@d49.org

Ashlee Thorpe
Phone: (864) 320-2507
Email: apape@d49.org 

Jamie Zaves
Phone: (920) 750-4347
Email: jzaves@d49.org


