
Blind Stone Spring Student, Classmate Share 

Strong Bond  

 

It was a big moment. City Council Chambers were packed with teachers, community members 

and parents. 

As she waited to speak, Maria Isabel Pizarro Torres remembers starting to get really nervous. 

She’d never spoken in front of a group before. 

But she had her best friend, Julian Brooks-Ball, by her side. The two third graders were at the 

Harrisonburg City School Board meeting on Dec. 3 to talk about their friendship. 

On the surface, it might seem like an odd topic to be addressing the School Board about. But for 

Julian and Maria, who is legally blind, it was important to share their message that together is 

better. It was the theme of an Inclusion Day they’d helped with at their school, Stone Spring 

Elementary, earlier this year. 

“It is very easy for you to see me, but I can’t see you,” Maria said, while reading the notes in 

front of her, written in braille. 

Maria was born prematurely, at just 24 weeks. “My eyes were not ready at all,” she said. 

She developed retinopathy, which is damage to the retinas and causes vision loss or impairment. 

She also has congenital glaucoma and underwent surgery to preserve her eyes. But she’s never 

been able to see more than some light and dark. 

Maria said the condition also causes her eyes to move in different directions, which gives her 

powers. “That’s a joke,” Maria said, laughing and pausing her speech to allow the audience to 

laugh with her. 

“Although I am legally blind, that doesn’t stop me from being a happy and independent girl,” 

Maria said. She gets that independence partially thanks to her cane, which she named “Wagon,” 

because it helps her get places. 

But sometimes Maria does need help, and that’s where friends like Julian come in. She explained 

to the School Board what “sighted guiding” is and how she taught Julian so that he could help 

her. Together, they taught their classmates about it, too. 

“I’m Julian and I’m Maria’s friend and classmate,” he said at the meeting. “Before I met her, I 

thought she was different ... but she’s just like the rest of us.” 



Julian went on to say that over the three years of their friendship, they’ve gotten to know each 

other well and spend a lot of time together. 

“From Maria, I’ve learned that I can help people,” Julian said. 

Maria and Julian received a standing ovation at the meeting, and there were even a few tears 

shed. 

While it was a cool, although nerve-wracking experience speaking to the board, Maria and Julian 

were just glad to be there together, they said. 

When you see Maria and Julian, it’s hard to imagine there was a time when they weren’t friends. 

Frequently complimenting each other, always playing together and helping one another, it’s hard 

to believe there was a time when Maria was resistant of Julian’s help and friendship. 

A spunky, independent first grader at the time, Maria didn’t want to accept Julian’s help when he 

first offered it to her, said her mom, Maria Torres. 

In fact, Maria pushed Julian away while on a field trip to A Dream Come True Playground when 

they were still in first grade at Stone Spring. 

“I demanded she give him the opportunity to help her go up the stairs to go down the slide,” 

Torres said. “She protested but did. And once she was down and he came after her, she was 

asking for him to go up again.” 

After that, Maria and Julian became best friends. Despite not being in the same class during 

second grade, the two would find each other during recess. This year, they’re in the same class 

again and showing their school and community that differences aren’t barriers, and that people 

are better together. 

“He is always helping her get around the classroom and looking after her,” Torres said. “I simply 

love him. She always tells me how he helped her in school, and when his birthday was 

approaching, she told me.” 

Torres made Julian a crotchet hat for his birthday this year in his favorite color for Maria to give 

to him. She immediately asked him to wear it, which he gladly did. 

Julian’s mom, Jauan Brooks, a fine arts specialist with Harrisonburg City Public Schools, is 

equally happy about Maria and Julian’s friendship. 

“Julian has always loved helping people,” Brooks said. “I remember that he would speak about a 

blind girl in his class and the things that she would do differently,” Brooks said. “I think he was 

intrigued in the beginning and just wanted to get to know Maria better.” 

Although Maria has been in Julian’s life for some time now, the School Board meeting was the 

first time Brooks had heard Maria’s full story. 



She said the meeting was a “proud parent moment,” but it was always just about their friendship. 

Torres also couldn’t stop expressing her pride in her daughter following the meeting. 

“I didn’t know there would be so many people there,” Torres said. “It was very hard to hold my 

emotions while filming her.” 

Torres said Maria will always be her own advocate, but she’s preparing her for a world that 

might not always accept her. 

“I always tell her about her scars and her battles with life since she was born just to make sure 

she is emotionally strong to speak back to a possible bully when the teen years come,” she said. 

The impetus for Maria and Julian’s speech to the School Board came earlier this year. Stone 

Spring hosted an Inclusion Day thanks to a grant, secured by Jill Martorana, an autism specialist 

with the school division. 

The Inclusion Day event took place as a result of the Inclusion Project Grant from the Virginia 

Department of Education. The grant was created in response to a group of youths with 

disabilities who saw the need to promote disability awareness and inclusion in schools. 

Martorana coordinated with a committee chairperson at Waterman Elementary for its event and 

led the committee at Stone Spring. 

They chose October for the event because October is Disability History and Awareness Month. 

The event consisted of a number of presentations from community members about their 

experiences, including a presentation by Maria to kindergarten, first and second grade students. 

It was suggested to Martorana that she contact the School Board to see if it’d be interested in 

hearing about the Inclusion Day. 

“They were very accommodating and ready to fit us in,” Martorana said. “It really was very 

special.” 

Officials Say Diversity Of Language Provides 

Opportunities, Challenges  

 

Diversity is a strength for a school division. It allows for more flexible creative thinking, which 

is how students succeed whether in the workforce or higher education. 

This is Michael Richards’ mindset when he thinks about Harrisonburg City Public Schools, one 

of the most diverse school divisions in the state, where more than 75 languages are represented. 



“It’s important to develop that flexible, creative and critical thinking, and we do it in a natural 

environment,” the division’s superintendent said. “Our student body encourages it by continually 

challenging static thinking.” 

But as much as it is a strength, it can also be a challenge. A school division has finite resources 

in terms of materials and teachers. With that many languages, it can be difficult to meet the 

needs of every student, Richards said. 

When a student is new and English isn’t their first language, they take part in “sheltered 

learning” where they learn in their own language so they don’t fall behind. 

“We want to honor their first language,” Richards said. “But for learning to occur there does 

have to be a common language.” 

The school division relies heavily on its interpretation and translation department, headed by Sal 

Romero. When Richards took over as superintendent in July, he promoted Romero to director of 

family engagement, and hired a coordinator for interpretation and translation. 

That person finds the resources to get important messages to families and students who speak a 

less common language. 

Ninety-five percent of all students speak at least one of six languages. Some speak more than one 

of the following: 

• Spanish — 46% 

• English — 38% 

• Arabic — 4% 

• Kurdish — 3% 

• Russian — 1% 

• Swahili — 1% 

• Tigrinya — 1% 

• Ukranian — 1% 

There are 69 additional languages spoken by students for a total of 77. So what brings such a 

diverse language-speaking population to Harrisonburg? 

There are multiple reasons, according to Laura Feichtinger McGrath, director of English 

language services and Title III. 



Available unskilled and semiskilled work, available (though not necessarily affordable) housing, 

and location to a city without being a big city but also not being super rural are some of the 

reasons. Also, programs such as Church World Service Refugee Resettlement, which services 

Harrisonburg, bring in a few hundred people each year and then individuals and families who 

have been settled in other parts of the country will relocate here as communities grow, 

Feichtinger McGrath said. 

“People share their experiences with family in other places, and Harrisonburg becomes the right 

place for them, too,” she said. 

Once students are here, they need to be identified as English language learners. 

Upon registration, all students complete a home language survey. If there are languages other 

than English spoken at home in meaningful ways, a screener of English language is given to 

determine if additional English language supports are needed to access educational opportunities. 

Each year many students are not found eligible to be identified as English learners because they 

score in the range of their English-speaking peers, Feichtinger McGrath said. This is particularly 

true of the school division’s youngest learners who have already attended day care or preschool. 

The screener for grades one through 12 focuses on listening, reading, writing and speaking 

proficiency in English. 

Kindergarten only screens for listening and speaking. 

“We want students to have full access to the curriculum,” Feichtinger McGrath said. “If a student 

scores in EL range, we will provide appropriate supports for them to gain that access.” 

As director of a department critical to the success of students in Harrisonburg, Feichtinger 

McGrath said the most challenging part of her job is making sure that she is providing relevant 

opportunities to learn for a group of learners who each have unique profiles. 

“Though all ELs are identified language learners, they come from so many different backgrounds 

and each have their own strengths and challenges,” she said. “Facilitating the growth of English 

language skills is not solely in the domain of the ESL teacher, but rather a shared responsibility 

for all teachers.” 

Not all teachers are as prepared to do this, and meeting the different needs of teachers is also a 

challenge and a big responsibility. 

“Teaching English learners well is not just teaching well, as there is the added goal of language 

development,” Feichtinger McGrath said. 

Page County Declines Chance To Give Two 

Schools Free Lunches  



 

LURAY — At a recent meeting, four Page County School Board members voted not to pursue 

the opportunity to provide two elementary schools free breakfast and lunches, despite the school 

division's growing problem with meal debt. 

Luray Elementary School and Stanley Elementary School are eligible to participate in the 

Community Eligibility Provision at a predicted break-even point with no financial gain or loss 

for the division, according to a recommendation made by Director of Food Service Virginia 

Jeffries. 

CEP offers free breakfast and free lunch to all students. 

The Community Eligibility Provision is a non-pricing meal service option for schools and school 

districts in low-income areas through the United States Department of Agriculture. 

CEP allows the nation’s highest poverty schools and districts to serve breakfast and lunch at no 

cost to all enrolled students without collecting household applications. Instead, schools that adopt 

CEP are reimbursed using a formula based on the percentage of students categorically eligible 

for free meals based on their participation in other specific means-tested programs, according to 

the USDA website. 

Despite this, School Board members Tommy Lansbury, Jackie Sullivan-Smoot, Sharon Lucas 

and Randy Bailey voted against the recommendation by Jeffries in a June meeting of the board. 

School Board members Shawn Printz and Rolf Gubler voted for the program. 

All six board members were contacted for comment, but only Bailey returned the Daily New-

Record's request for inquiry. 

However, Bailey said he would not comment on why he voted against the CEP. 

"As for why, I have no comment," Bailey said, adding that this was not the first time the 

recommendation of the CEP for certain Page County schools has been made. "If it's made again 

next year, the School Board will consider it at that time," Bailey said. 

According to Jeffries, the board voted against the CEP for Luray and Stanley because they could 

not offer it to all schools, as not all schools would qualify for the reimbursement. 

Currently Page County has a lunch debt of $33,164. Some students carry upward of $800 in meal 

debt. 

The school division has allowed students to charge lunches for many years. The policy is that 

debt continues until the student graduates, and at that time is paid off thanks to the community 

fund through the Page County Education Foundation. 



"It's been a difficult issue in Page County," Jeffries said. "This is a very economically depressed 

area." She said that status made the School Board's decision not to pursue the CEP for two 

schools even more frustrating. 

Meal debt is not an issue that's unique to Page County. It's a problem facing school divisions 

across the commonwealth. And the "why" can be difficult to nail down. 

New legislation passed just this year prohibits school employees from discussing a student's 

lunch debt directly with the student. Although cafeteria workers have never talked to the younger 

students about their lunch debt, it was often an effective method at the high school level as those 

students might have been unaware they had meal debt, Jeffries said. 

Now, those communications have to go directly through the families of students. Many families 

qualify for free or reduced lunch but for whatever reason, don't fill out the necessary paperwork. 

"I don't know the magic answer," Jeffries said. 

 


