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My name is Jennifer O'Brien, and | am the mother and primary caregiver of my son, Braedon.
Braedon came into my life when | was 23 years old. He was placed with me at just 16 days old, and
from that moment on, | committed myself to being his mother and advocate. Over the past 25 years,
| have dedicated my life to ensuring he has every opportunity to thrive, participate in his community,
and live a meaningful life. Braedon is 25 years old and has cerebral palsy with significant physical
disabilities that require around-the-clock support. While his needs are complex, his life is full,
meaningful, and deeply connected to the community he calls home. Braedon is not defined by his
disability. He is a son, a brother, an uncle, a friend, an artist, a musician, a songwriter, and a valued
member of our community. Music has become one of his greatest passions. He not only performs
but also writes original songs. One of those songs, "Not Just a Boy in a Wheelchair," was inspired
by his own experiences of being overlooked because of his disability. Through his music, Braedon
reminds people that individuals with disabilities have dreams, talents, relationships, and
contributions that deserve to be recognized. Despite his challenges, one of the most important parts
of Braedon's life is his job. He works each week with support and is embraced as a valued coworker
and friend. His workplace provides meaningful employment, social connection, acceptance, and
belonging. Recently, two coworkers attended one of his performances simply because they cared
about him and wanted to support him. When Braedon takes the stage to sing, people do not see a
diagnosis. They see a young man sharing his gifts with the world. The Home and
Community-Based Services Waiver has made this life possible. It allows Braedon to remain in his
family home, surrounded by the people who know him best, love him most, and understand his
unigue needs. It allows him to live in the least restrictive environment while remaining an active
member of his community. | also want to address the role of paid family caregivers. In our family,
Braedon receives support from both of his parents and from his sister, who is a nurse. This
arrangement did not happen because we were looking to profit from his care. It happened because
there is a severe shortage of qualified caregivers willing and able to provide the level of care that
Braedon requires. Braedon's needs are not entry-level. He requires caregivers who understand
complex physical care, safe transfers, positioning, communication, behavioral support, and how to
recognize subtle changes that may indicate a medical concern. We have repeatedly recruited,
trained, and supported staff only to have them leave after days, weeks, or months. The constant
cycle of hiring and training has been exhausting and disruptive. We are fortunate to have a few
dedicated non-family caregivers who have remained with us, and we value them tremendously.
However, family members continue to fill most of the gaps because there is simply no workforce
available to consistently and safely meet his needs. Even with paid caregiving hours, our family
continues to provide extensive unpaid support. We serve as natural supports overnight and
routinely get up every two hours to assist Braedon. Recently, | asked our county board about using
waiver funding to bring in agency staff two nights per week so our family could get some
much-needed rest. | was told that we could not utilize his waiver for overnight support, despite the
fact that he was assessed as needing awake support around the clock. Families like ours are not
asking the system to do everything. We are already doing far more than most people can imagine.
We are simply asking for the flexibility and support necessary to keep our loved ones safe at home
and in their communities. Recently, there has been discussion suggesting that individuals with
significant support needs should be placed in institutions because their care is costly. | ask
decision-makers to consider what that truly means. Institutional care may provide a bed, meals, and
basic medical oversight, but it cannot replace family. It cannot replace community. It cannot replace



meaningful relationships. It cannot replace belonging. If paid family caregivers disappear tomorrow,
Braedon's needs do not disappear. The workforce shortage does not disappear. The only thing that
changes is that families like ours are pushed closer to crisis and individuals like Braedon face a
greater risk of losing the life they have built in their communities. For Braedon, this is not simply a
policy discussion. It is about whether he can continue living the life he has worked so hard to
build—a life filled with family, friendship, employment, music, creativity, and community. | urge you
to protect and strengthen Home and Community-Based Services and to recognize the critical role
that paid family caregivers play in sustaining individuals with complex needs in their homes and
communities. Every Ohioan, regardless of disability, deserves the opportunity to live a meaningful
life in the community. Thank you for listening to Braedon's story and for considering the impact your
decisions will have on individuals with disabilities and the families who support them every day.



