S.H.A.R.P School is a day school alternative program for students with Autism, Emotional Disabilities (ED), and Mild or Moderate Mental Disabilities (MIMD, MOMD) in The Mesa Public School District.  Due to our unique school population, students and their families often have special needs and considerations.  Through a feedback form, we learned that we have a group of parents with an interest in food sensitivities and allergies. We decided to host a Parent Night addressing this hot topic. 
This event fulfilled a Climate of Partnership goal by increasing participation of families and collaborating with the school, family and community.  To build relationships, and make the community more aware of our school, we also invited the public to attend. Building on our Six Types of Involvement, we networked with other schools in the district by sending emails and flyers to Parent Educators, Counselors and Administrative Assistants.  We posted information in neighborhood coffee shops and health food stores to attract the attention of our community.   
Guest speaker LynnRae Ries is a highly skilled gluten-free baker, graduate of the School of Natural Cookery, and member of the International Association of Culinary Professionals. She is also the owner of Gluten-Free Creations Bakery, LLC and GFC Bakery and Good Food Café and published author of “Waiter, Is there Wheat in My Soup?”  

LynnRae spent the evening educating the group about particular food sensitivities and allergies.  She provided treats to share with the audience from her bakery to tease our taste buds.  There were snickerdoodles, chocolate chip cookies, donuts, cupcakes and breads to sample.  The audience was surprised to learn that her delicious foods were made without dairy, wheat or gluten. This was an amazing discovery for people who have had to live without many of the things others eat every single day. For a person with food allergies, their life revolves around “What am I going to eat?” They might think I can’t go on that trip because, “There won’t be anything for me to eat!” Or, my child can’t go to a birthday party because the cake has wheat in it, etc. 

This Parent Night helped all who attended to better understand these food issues and alternatives.  The event allowed us to increase public awareness and reach out to our community members, who also face these challenges.  

