




independence, enthusiasm, and drive to make things better. In a world where many strive to do well in life, in career, in
validation, Dawn just seeks to do good and that is her secret to success. Today, Dawn is the program director for North
Louisiana's only school for Autistic Children, but how she got to this place...well that is a long story in itself filled with challenges.
She says, "No matter what though, when I feel that child in me, I know I'm where I'm supposed to be."

5. Geographical Region: Which of these best describes the part of Louisiana in which the person you're nominating
works?

Monroe Region

6. Need: What need does the person you're nominating meet for Louisiana's children?  How is the significance of the need
measured?

1 in 36 children in the U.S. have autism, up from the previous rate of 1 in 44. In Louisiana, rates may appear lower compared to
other states, but much of this is based on diagnosis and availability of diagnosis and treatment. According to Autism Speaks,
13.5 percent of parents in Louisiana reported their child experienced unmet
healthcare needs. This is higher than the U.S. average of 10.9 percent. Unmet
healthcare needs mean not being able to get the medical help a child needs, like
seeing a doctor, dentist, or mental health provider, often because it's not available or
affordable. Reported unmet need shows there are gaps in healthcare where people
aren't getting the care they require, which can seriously affect their health. As the program director for ACE: Academy for
Collaborative Education, Dawn helps meet the academic needs of students who have the exceptionality of autism. Through
personal relationships built on her personal experiences and first hand understanding (because she has been there), she helps
students and parents navigate through the IEP (Individualized Education Plan) specific to each child's specific needs, objectives,
and goals for sucess. She believes that measurement of success isn't boxes to check or statistical testing as much as it is
experiences and quality of life and preparation for life long learning. ACE is an innovative, specialty learning environment
dedicated to ensuring students with ASD have every opportunity to become lifelong learners by providing an academically-rich
educational environment designed to support the unique learning needs of its students, grades K-5th. For Dawn, this is really not
just a job, it's her purpose on this earth brought to her through the life of Kirsten who she continues to honor by working with
students, and parents like her, to do what is holistically best for autistic students.

7. Commitment: How has the person you're nominating demonstrated grit and determination in sticking with their cause to
make a difference? How have they gone above and beyond?

It might be fair to say that Dawn didn't choose the field of Special Education, it chose her! Through her experience as an
advocate for her daughter, Dawn went back to school in 2011 and earned a Bachelors degree, a Masters of Art in teaching in
2012 and after losing her daughter in 2016, she returned to obtain her Doctorate of Education in 2019. She was at the ground
floor of the need for a school for autistic students and in February 2024, the ribbon cutting for ACE school was official and
grateful parents and children and the community rallied to support it's efforts. Tragically, in September of that same year, just
one month after the school opening, the founder of the organization, Maddie Cannon, passed away suddenly. Dawn and the
ACE staff rallied with determination to continue the mission of ACE with the hashtag #livelikemaddie. Dawn has that bulldog
tenacity that no matter what hardships you face, life goes on because she has lived that phrase her entire life. In addition to the
long hours well beyond the school day that she has spent modifying curriculum to meet each students needs, she is also an
author and valued speaker at symposiums addressing the academic success for special need students. She is the league
director for a special need's baseball organization with 12 different special needs only teams. Dawn also serves as a board
member for the GB Cooley, residential and behaviorial health facility. And if all that were not enough, she raises money for many
organizations through her volunteer work as a participant and committee member for area fundraising events and advocacy
groups like the the River Rat Paddle Challenge that has raised over 100,000 for HATS (Horse Assisted Therapy Services) over
the last 8 years.

8. Problem Solving: How does the person you're nominating demonstrate savvy leadership by using best practices or
creating new approaches for solving problems for kids? What are their strengths when it comes to meeting challenges?

One of the often overlooked components in the educational process are the teachers. When teachers are trained and equipped
to understand their students, this is the first step toward building success in and out of the classroom. While raising her own
daughter, as a parent, Dawn really began to see the need for helping teachers reach beyond the barriers of special education to



help students tap into their own levels of achievement and challenges. Dawn's approach to working with teachers is
unconventional, because she often doesn't come with "the answers", what she seeks is the collaboration and brainstorming
necessary to meet each student where they are and the flexibility to continue to adapt as needs and situations change. She has
formed teams of teachers that work together toward common goals and she supports them with the confidence and
encouragement that they can redefine success and help students grow and learn. Dawn herself admits that it isn't always easy
and states that this daunting process isn't without sweat, blood, prayers, and often tears! Because of her example as a Mom and
educator, Dawn sets high standards for what can be while also making the process to get there a fun experience for everyone
involved. For her, it isn't about reaching a pivotal mountain top of achievement, but rather a winding road of turns, curves, ups
and downs. But you know what? Both are exciting journeys for those with the spirit of adventure! With Dawn in the driver's seat,
they are all on the wild and exciting journey together!

9. Direct Influence on Outcomes: The Angel Award recognizes people whose work directly influences positive outcomes
for Louisiana's children. How has nominee's work directly improved the lives of kids in measurable and meaningful ways?

The little things do matter. And for Dawn often it is the little things consistently done that matter the most! Every morning, you
will find Dawn standing at the entrance to the school greeting each student. Over the last year, she has seen these students go
from greeting her to greeting each other as well in the hallways and classrooms. As a way of validating these moments of
success, Dawn began surveys among teachers to track progress. Teachers recently noted that 73% of students now greet their
classmates and staff, and that most of them were also saying goodbye to parents in either communication or gestures. Small
success? Not hardly. With autistic students, challenging moments like this are huge victories and thanks to Dawn's efforts these
become building blocks for much more to come. The goal of life long learning is that we are all in state of learning and
improvement, celebrating where we are, challenging where we can go and enjoying the path. In her book, "'Sweet Kisses' Have
No Boundaries," she shares stories of autism through the perception of a caregiver and special education teacher.
The stories shared are filled with hope in the realization that others have traveled these same road and have experienced
similar difficulties and promotes the need for community. Dawn writes in the book, "Forget the old concept that those with autism
can't do what others can. Autism is a different processing system not something that is taboo. Individuals with autism are not
broken but offer a unique outlook at life. Learning to love without constraints is a rewarding experience. Sweet Kisses truly have
no boundaries. Our experiences do not have to be the same to be valid and sometimes it takes looking outside of the box to
understand that idea."

10. Results and Impact: Describe the concrete results this person has created for Louisiana's children.

The effectiveness of special education programs can be measured using various methods such as standardized assessments,
progress monitoring, behavior tracking, and feedback from teachers, parents, and students. In education, there are best-
practices that have become the foundation of the IEP (individual education plan). But what Dawn knows first hand is that plans,
progress, and statistics on a piece of paper are just a starting place. What matters most really isn't the progress, it is the person.
It is their purpose in our world and why they are valued and important not because of what they can become, but because of
who they are now. While she believes fully in student progress, she never wants that progress to supercede being in the
present. Because at the end of the day what all children need most are supportive environments filled with patience,
understanding, and unconditional love. That doesn't always show up on tests or evaluations. Where we see this most is in the
day to day relationships, in being present, in seeing what Dawn sees. It requires that as adults, we like Dawn, tap into our inner
child and just be kids!

11. Involves Others: The ideal Angel Award honoree builds community to sustain impact on the lives of children. How
does the nominee involve others in their work? What notable partnerships have they made to grow impact?

Dawn has a story to tell. And because she has "been there", people listen. The grief of losing her daughter and her own need for
therapeutic healing eventually became the biographical book, " "Sweet Kisses" Have No Boundaries: Glimpses into the World of
Autism." But Dawn is not alone. She believes fully that the answer to results and lasting impact lies in every one of us. We all
have a role to play. As a cofounder of a support group for parents of children with disabilities at New Chapel Hill Baptist Church,
she knows it isn't her efforts, but the parents that will make the most impact in a child's life. As the liason for ACE school and the
Kiroli Foundation for the River Rat Paddle Challenge, she knows that recruiting 200 racers isn't "just another race" but also
raises awareness and understanding of the special need community. She believes the ACE Foundation golf tournament isn't just
a round of golf, but an opportunity to impact businesses that could use skilled special need workers. In 2024, Dawn began a
new relationship with the ULM's Academics, Career, Engagement, and Support (ACES) program that serves as a








