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Robbinsdale woman helping others
make sense of disability programs

By ALAINA RODKER

alaina.rooker@apgecm.com

Michelle Coulon’s biggest piece of advice 1s
to never say never. Soured by her experiences
growing up as a twin, Coulon shied away from
the possibility of adopting twins when she and
her husband, Jon, went through the foster care
process.

“I hated being a twin, but there were these
twins available. We were open to having two

kids,” she said. “Our caseworker said we were
practically set up.”

The Coulons met Nolen and Kayla when the
babies were 3 days old. Due to the nature of the
foster care system, the twins weren’t adopted by
the Coulons until they were 3 years old, though
they lived under their roof until that time. To-
day, the twins are about to turn 9. Each wants
an electric scooter for their upcoming birthdays.

Raising twins came with a familiar set
of challenges and a host of challenges
that were a little more foreign, in Cou-
lon. Nolen and Kayla are not what Cou-
lon and the disability community calls
“neurotypical.” Both children have au-
tism, fetal alcohol syndrome, moderate
intellectual disabilities, anxiety disorder
and a speech and language disorder.
The two have grown up being analyzed,
tested and retested to track their devel-
opment. They comprehend at about a
4- to 5-year-old level, or half of their
actual age, which doctors estimate will
be consistent throughout their lives.

Still, “that gap keeps getting bigger,”
said Coulon, of their cognitive and ac-
tual age.

When new challenges in their devel-
opment arise, it is tricky to pinpoint
which disorder is the one causing it to
manifest. Coulon said explaining the
disorders as separate from each other is
a fruitless endeavor.

“I'd love to get in their brains,” she
said. “What they perceive, a lot of it is
all backwards; up is down and on is off.
When they’re talking to you, sometimes
they are expressing how they’re feeling
and thinking, but they’re perceiving that
onto you. Being able to express what’s
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wrong or what’s hurting is a challenge.”

Making the personal political

So much of Coulon’s time is devoted
to managing all of her children’s needs
that it was difficult for her to look be-
yond her day-to-day life and a sup-
port group she attended for parents of
neurotypical children. She owned and
worked in a salon for 20 years, receiving
minimal support from government pro-
grams, until several disability advocate

friends served her with an intervention.

“So many of us who have kids that we
want to think of as neurotypical, and
we don’t want to ask for help,” she said.
“I like to help people, I don’t like to ask
for help. For so long I thought, ‘sure, my
kids are a little more challenging, but
that’s okay.””

In the end, it was another failed at-
tempt to say “never.” Last month, Cou-
lon graduated a yearlong educational
program called Partners in Policymak-
ing, which turns those affected by dis-
ability in their own lives or families into
advocates. The program began in Min-
nesota in 1987 and has worked to give a
political voice to people in the disability
community in areas of employment, ed-
ucation, and quality of life. Over 27,000
people have completed the program to
date.

Through the program, she has been

able to on challenges in the system, espe-
cially in education. When the twins were
attending Robbinsdale Area Schools,
Coulon was right there with them, nav-
igating the world of individual educa-
tion plans without much help from staff.

“Right now when you ask a social
worker or special education teacher
about services they don’t know much
about them or discourage families from
looking into them,” Coulon said. She
found similar issues when it came to
navigating programs at the county lev-
el: workers encourage people to stick to
their given services, warning that any
re-evaluations could mean a loss of
services for families. It’s a very serious,
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