
Envisioning an integrated 
and inclusive Athens County

The Athens NEWS SPECIAL EDITION 2022



12 • The Athens NEWS Wednesday, March 23, 2022

ACBDD 2022 - My Voice, My Choice 

By Kevin Davis
Superintendent, ACBDD

Every year, March is designated as Development 
Disabilities Awareness Month, which focuses on 
people’s diverse abilities and celebrates their contri-
butions to our communities. For those of us at the 
Athens County Board of Developmental Disabilities 
(ACBDD), we do this every day, all year round. But, 
for the month of March, we take a little extra time 
to promote who we are and what we do to a wider 
audience. 

Every year we pick a theme to capture what has 
been going on in the DD field locally or nationally. 
This year’s theme is “My Voice, My Choice.” 

We will use this month to highlight individuals 
with developmental disabilities gaining indepen-
dence, being empowered to make their own choic-
es, and being supported in their decision making.  

Professionals in this field work hard every day 
to provide people the support they need to remain 
healthy and safe, but also giving them the space to 
live the lives of their own choosing. It is the most 
rewarding of professions. 

In this year’s Special Edition, you will read about 
how students at Beacon School use Augmenta-

tive and Alternative Communication to make their 
voices heard, how teens prepare themselves for 
adulthood, how professionals make decisions about 
their careers, how individuals gain independence 
through the use of technology, and much more! 

We are proud to live and work in Athens County, 
where incredible things happen every day to protect 
and empower our neighbors with developmental 
disabilities. Our workforce is committed to offering 
the support where it is needed and also stepping 
back to let people lead the lives they choose. After 
reading these stories, we hope you have a deeper 
understanding and appreciation of this profession 
and feel just as proud to support our work.

Thank you.

ACBDD supports your voice and your choice

Supt. Kevin Davis holds a sign that reads “ACBDD sup-
ports your voice, your choice” for the virtual march on 

Court Street video project. 



Wednesday, March 23, 2022 The Athens NEWS • 13

ACBDD 2022 - My Voice, My Choice 

The Athens County Board of Developmental 
Disabilities (ACBDD) is a county-level government 
agency that is charged with ensuring the health and 
welfare of individuals with developmental disabili-
ties in Athens County. Since its inception in 1957, the 
ACBDD has been providing individuals opportuni-
ties to learn, grow, and enrich their lives. In 2021, 
the agency served just over 700 individuals, and 
their families.

The agency’s vision is “an integrated and inclu-
sive Athens County.” Our mission is “to serve our 
community with compassion, innovation, and trans-
parency.” These two statements are referenced often 
with staff, and they guide everything we do.

For Athens County individuals with develop-
mental disabilities, we provide quality services by 
assessing their needs and creating individual plans.  
We offer education, employment, life skills training, 
recreation, transportation, residential support, ser-
vices coordination, and more.  We help to integrate 
individuals with developmental disabilities into their 
community as valued citizens.

The agency provides services and supports to 
individuals from birth through the end of life. Below 
is a listing of programs along with a summary of 
their purpose:

• Early Intervention’s mis-
sion is to equip parents 
with the means to help 
their infants and toddlers 
gain the necessary skills 
to support long-term suc-
cess.

• Beacon School supports 
students from preschool 
through age 21 with edu-
cational and specialized 
therapeutic services.

• Transition Services are of-
fered to students between 
the ages of 14-21 to pre-
pare them for adulthood.

• Employment Options / 
PersonnelPlus assists in-
dividuals with disabilities 
find and keep jobs in the 
community.

• Integrate Athens is the 
agency’s newest division 
and focuses on support-
ing the agency, commu-
nity, and the individuals 
served to learn about 
inclusion.

• Transportation Services 
are offered to all students 
of Beacon School and 
summer camp attendees.

• Service and Support 
Administration offers 
individual case manage-
ment services, which help 
people remain healthy 
and safe in the pursuit 
of achieving their goals, 
outcomes, hopes and dreams. 

• The MUI, or Major Unusual Incident, division 
is designed to help individuals with devel-
opmental disabilities who have been or may 
have been victims of abuse or neglect. 

To do our job effectively, we work with a long 
list of stakeholders, including the ACBDD board 
members, individuals served and their families, the 
general public, elected officials, other government 
entities, private businesses, and nonprofit agencies. 

The funding for the agency comes from a mix of 
federal, state, and local dollars. 

The ACBDD also distributes funding to the follow-
ing agencies to provide in-home staffing, transporta-
tion and day-program services to individuals with 
developmental disabilities:

• Bloom
• Buckeye Community Services (BCS)

• Echoing Meadows/Community Connections
• Expanding Your Horizons
• Family Service Provider
• Fairfield Community Supports 
• Goodwill
• Havar/Building Bridges
• Inclusions
• Interim Health Care
• Nina’s Home Care
• RedDoor
• ResCare
• RHDD/Alternatives
• Sech-Kar/Studio
• SOAR

In addition, funding is provided to more than 40 
independent providers for in-home staff support. 

To learn more about the day-to-day operations of 
the ACBDD, visit our website at www.athenscbdd.
org or visit our Facebook page at www.facebook.
com/AthensCBDD.   

A student in Beacon School’s Preschool I classroom plays during free time. 

A transition-age student participates in “Step Into Work,” 
a program that gives participants a chance to try a variety 
of different job tasks, learn independent skills, and work in 
groups throughout the community.

What is the ACBDD?
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By Gena Henrickson

This is the story of our darling 
daughter Rosalita and her way of us-
ing her voice to declare her choice. 

Our daughter Rosalita was born 
three-and-a-half weeks premature, 
and she was born with Down Syn-
drome. Rosalita had to be put in an 
oxygen chamber to keep her oxygen 
levels up. 

Shortly after her birth, she was 
taken to Nationwide Children’s NICU 
(Neonatal Intensive Care Unit) unit 
in Columbus. The next few weeks 
were a blur. She spent about two 
and a half weeks in the NICU. When 
we brought her home, she was on 
oxygen. These were scary times.

While she was at the NICU, we 
were connected with many resources 
– one of them was Early Intervention, 
which is a part of Help Me Grow. 

I was very hesitant to reach out 
to them after we came home with 

Rosalita. But I did finally give in and 
reached out. It turned out to be the 
best decision we ever made. The pro-
fessionals we worked with helped us 
help Rosalita. It was always a team 
approach – including us, as parents.

Everyone who worked with us 
helped us achieve goals, and Rosalita 
thrived. But she did it on her terms. 
It did not matter what we wanted or 
expected, in terms of time frames 
for her to achieve with her growing 
development. For example, we were 
really wanting her to do a lot of tum-
my time. But, Rosalita did not want 
anything to do with tummy time. She 
would rather sit up and watch what 
was happening around her. 

While working on sitting up, we 
were able to catch the early stages 
of Infantile Spasms (or seizures). We 
noticed them because they would 
make her fall backwards as she was 
in a sitting position. We were grateful 
to catch it so early and be ready to 

give the care she needed. But thank-
fully, Rosalita is currently seizure 
free. We owe it to everyone who 
worked with us from Early Interven-
tion to get Rosalita where she is 
today. 

When Rosalita turned 3, she grad-
uated from Early Intervention, and 
we started the transition phase of 
getting her into a preschool program 
to further her in our goals for her. 
We worked with our county board of 
developmental disabilities, and she 
was accepted into Beacon School. 
She has only been going since the 
beginning of December 2021, and 
she continues to thrive. She babbles 
a lot, but we try our best to get what 
she is communicating to us. 

Rosalita is surrounded by people 
who want to see her excel, and we 
know she will continue to thrive, but 
we also know it will be on her terms. 
And that’s OK. If you ever find your-
self in a position of needing help, do 

not hesitate to reach out. Everyone is 
equal.

Rosalita

Helping our daughter – on her terms
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This year’s DD Awareness Month events high-
light empowerment and supported decision mak-
ing 

Every March, the ACBDD has promoted and 
sponsored a number of events and activities in 
honor of Developmental Disability Awareness 
Month. Traditionally, we have hosted large in-
person events like the march on Court Street in 
Uptown Athens and the Developmental Disability 
Awareness Fest at the Athens Community Center. 

Since the start of the pandemic, we have 
curtained the number of in-person events for the 
sake of everyone’s health and safety. This has 
continued this year, as well. Instead, the ACBDD 
has prepared a list of virtual events or in-person 
events that offer plenty of social distancing. 

This year’s theme is “My Voice. My Choice.” We 
will use this month to highlight individuals with 
developmental disabilities gaining independence, 
being empowered to make their own choices, and 
being supported in their decision making. 

Athens County and City declare March 2022 DD 
Awareness Month

On Feb. 22, the Athens County Commission-
ers met with local advocates representing citi-
zens with developmental disabilities to officially 
declare March 2022 DD Awareness Month for the 
county. On Feb. 23, Athens Mayor Steve Patterson 
did the same during his press conference. 

Virtual March on Court Street 
Friends and colleagues from across the county 

have contributed this year to the Virtual March on 
Court Street Video Project. Just like in the tradi-
tional in-person march, participants made signs 
that promote inclusion or showcase diverse abili-
ties. Because there were so many contributions, a 
series of videos will be released each week during 
the month of March. They are being published on 
the ACBDD Integrate Athens YouTube and Face-
book pages.

Virtual Food for Thought with Tom Hess 
The guest speaker for this month’s Integrate 

Athens Food for Thought was Tom Hess. Tom is an 
Ohio Employment First Community Life Engage-
ment Project Manager with the Office of Policy 
and Strategic Direction with the Ohio Department 
of Developmental Disabilities (DODD). He spoke 
to the group on March 1. His presentation generat-
ed questions from attendees about how employ-
ment can impact benefits. A future presentation 
on benefits analysis is in the works. Stay tuned! 

FANs Virtual Movie Night 
On March 8, the ACBDD’s FANs Coordinator 

and friends watched “The Reason I Jump” during 
this Virtual Movie Night. The movie was followed 
by a group discussion. 

Virtual Lunch & Learn Series 
On March 10, the Southeastern Ohio Disability 

Equity Coalition led a discussion about Supported 
Decision Making, which is a process that allows 
people with disabilities to retain their indepen-
dence and ability to make their own decisions by 
choosing supporters to help them.

On March 23 at 11 a.m., Sarina Winner will lead 
a presentation on ableism, which is a form of dis-
crimination that favors able-bodied people. She 
will share personal experiences on ways ableism 

has impacted her life. The presentation will be 
followed by a group discussion, which will include 
polls and breakout rooms.

Art Shows at Local Libraries and The Market on 
State 

Several of the libraries within the Athens 
County Public Library system and The Market on 
State will be showcasing local artists who cap-
ture the theme “My Voice, My Choice.” Art pieces 
will be highlighted from school-age children, pro-
fessional artists, and other community members. 
Be sure to stop by a local library or the Market 
on State during the month of March to enjoy this 
free exhibit.  

For more information about DD Aware-
ness Month activities, email Autumn Brown at 
abrown@athenscbdd. 

This year’s DD Awareness Month events highlight 
empowerment and supported decision making

Athens County Commissioners met with local advocates representing citizens with developmental disabilities to officially 
declared March 2022 DD Awareness Month for the county. From left to right are Commissioner Chris Chmiel, Commis-
sioner Lenny Eliason, Advocate Billy Peacock, Commissioner Charlie Adkins, and Advocate Dale Ellis.
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The use of Augmentative and Alternative Com-
munication devices at Beacon School give stu-
dents who are non-verbal a “voice.” These tools 
increase their independence and the ability to 
advocate for themselves.  

Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 
also known as AAC, is any tool used to commu-
nicate in addition to, or as an alternative to, our 
voice. Most people use AAC every day without 
even knowing it. A gesture or facial expression is 
considered AAC.

Some individuals who cannot communicate 
verbally or have trouble being understood may 
rely on AAC to help them express their thoughts, 
wants, and needs. 

AAC can be “no technology,” such as point-
ing, gestures, body language, or sign language. It 
can be “low technology,” like using picture cards, 
books, or communication boards. It can also be 
“high technology,” such as using iPads, a tool 
called eye gaze, or other dedicated systems or 
devices. 

AAC can help anyone who cannot use spoken 
language to effectively meet his or her daily wants 
and needs.

Picture communication cards or communication 
boards may help someone learn how pictures can 
represent words or language. They are beneficial 
to those who cannot successfully navigate and ac-

tivate a high-tech device, 
or the device poses a 
safety concern for the 
individual.  

Aidan is a nonverbal 
communicator who 
sometimes struggles 
with using items around 
him safely and appro-
priately. Programmable 
switches were a suc-
cessful way for Aidan 
to communicate basic 
wants and needs for 
many years.  However, 
his caregivers needed 
to hold on to the switch 
and help ensure that he 
was safe with the device. 
Since Aidan was unable 
to use high-tech devices 
independently, picture 
communication cards were found to be best for 
him. Now Aidan can communicate independently 
and is able to have more say in his daily routine.  

Dedicated high-tech devices can be wonderful 
for someone who is a non-verbal communicator.  
Students who need to be understood more clearly 
with unfamiliar listeners, have a limited verbal 
vocabulary, or know more than they can verbally 
communicate are great candidates for these types 
of devices. 

A personal communication device is one ex-
ample of a high-tech method for AAC. Personal 
communication devices are like iPads. To use them, 
students press buttons that have assigned phrases 
to respond to questions or express their wants and 
needs.  

Jacob is a nonverbal communicator who started 
at Beacon School in Preschool. He was able to 
get his own personal communication device at 
a young age and has had the support of speech 
therapy. There was a time when Jacob struggled 
with unsafe behaviors and high levels of frustra-
tion, as he was desperate to be understood and 
needed to express his need for sensory breaks 
throughout the school day. After learning how to 
effectively use his personal communication device, 
he was more easily understood. As a result, his 
level of frustration and his behaviors significantly 
decreased. Jacob can now follow school schedules 
and complete all tasks within the school day. 

Eye gaze devices are another form of high-tech 
AAC. They are ideal for individuals with limited fine 
and gross motor abilities, as it allows a person to 
control a computer or tablet by looking at words or 
commands on a screen. 

Karman is a student with limited fine and gross 

motor abilities who is highly social and loves 
to be around others. After years of trying differ-
ent switches that could access communication 
devices, we discovered that eye gaze technol-
ogy allowed her to be completely independent in 
communicating her knowledge, wants, and needs. 
Once we found a method of communication that 
was efficient and effective for Karman, her person-
ality and humor blossomed.  She is now the class 
clown and makes everyone in school laugh with 
her antics.

Paraprofessional Jessica Cotterill guides Aidan as he makes 
a preferred food choice using picture cards.

Kendall Dearing, Beacon School’s Speech Language Pa-
thologist, practices making choices and answering ques-
tions with Jacob as he uses his communication device, also 
known as his “talker,” to respond.

Karman uses her eye gaze device to answer academic questions from Instructor Jennie 
Booth.

Specialized technology gives 
Beacon School students a voice
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The Athens County Community 
Singers (ACCS) is truly “a choir for 
all voices,” integrating singers with 
and without differing abilities. One 
of the most significant aspects of 
ACCS involvement is the personal 
growth of individual members and 
the choir as a whole. Choir mem-
bers share their voices not only 
through song, but also through 
voting on what songs the choir 
performs. 

As a group that is diverse in 
age, gender, ethnicity, and degree 
of musical and other ability and 
disability, choir members partici-
pate in inclusion by sharing their 
special talent and personality. 

This creates a fun opportunity for 
all involved. Before its formation, 
many area individuals with dif-
fering abilities had never had an 
opportunity to engage in public 
music performance. However, with 
the creation of the choir, many are 
now able to fulfill this dream of 
inclusion, through belonging to 
a performance group with other 
singers, and through giving back to 
their community while showcasing 
their collective talents.

The choir reflects its own com-
munity of caring fellow members, 
who also enjoy practicing and per-
forming music for themselves and 
their audiences. Choir members 

have said that this group means a 
great deal to them and is a won-
derful social outlet where they get 
together with and enjoy making 
music with their friends.

Formed in 2013 by founder and 
director, Stephanie H. Morris, MM, 
MT-BC, and Neurologic

Music Therapy Fellow, the Ath-
ens County Community Singers is 
a non-profit organization, which is 
active February to June and Sep-
tember to December each year. 
Funding is provided through the 
Ohio

Arts Council; the Athens County 
Foundation; and the ATCO Legacy 
Fund, which also allows the choir 

to support the Beacon Singers, a 
transitional choir for older students 
at Beacon School.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the choir produced multiple vid-
eos, which can be seen on its web-
site listed below or on its Facebook 
page. 

As we move forward in 2022, 
the choir looks forward to return-
ing to in-person performances and 
receiving support of the Athens 
area through concert attendance, 
as well as donations. For more 
information about the choir or how 
you can get involved, visit www.
athenscountycommunitysingers.
com.

Choir group gives members a voice through song and more

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the choir produced multiple video performances, which can be found on the choir’s website or Facebook page.
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Preparing for adulthood can 
be a daunting and intimidating 
experience for some students. 
In response, the ACBDD, local 
schools, and other agencies have 
recognized the importance of 
offering services that help pre-
pare students for this transition, 
whether it be to pursue additional 
education, community engage-
ment opportunities, or employ-
ment. 

In 2021, the ACBDD made a 
conscious effort to restructure its 
Transition Services to better meet 
the growing needs of transition-
age students with developmental 
disabilities. Transition Services 
are specific to students aged 14-
21 to help them plan and prepare 
for life as an adult. The position 
now resides in the administra-
tive wing of the ACBDD with the 
former Director of Employment 
Options/PersonnelPlus, Doug 
Mitchell, who is serving as the 
transition coordinator. Services 
are provided to students who are 
either enrollees of the ACBDD 
and/or students with an Indi-
vidual Educational Plan (IEP). The 
service area includes the follow-
ing school districts:

• Alexander Schools 
• Athens City Schools 
• Beacon School
• Federal Hocking 

Schools 
• Nelsonville-York Schools
• New Story School 
• Tri-County Career Center
• Trimble-Local Schools

A strong emphasis has been 
placed on the efficiency and ef-
fectiveness of services to indi-
viduals and their families through 
the coordination of services 
both internally and externally. 
The transition coordinator works 
closely with other ACBDD depart-
ments including Integrate Athens, 
Service and Support Administra-
tion (SSA), Beacon School, and 
Employment Options/Person-
nelPlus. Additionally, efforts 

have been made to network with 
existing community partners that 
offer transition resources and ser-
vices. Some of these community 
partners include: area schools, 
Opportunities for Ohioans with 
Disabilities (OOD), Athens-Meigs 
Educational Service Center (ESC), 
State Support Team – Region 16, 
Project Rise, Tri-County Career 
Center’s Project Search program, 
Capabilities Inc., among many 
others. This growing network 
of partners assists the ACBDD’s 
Transition Program in providing a 
more comprehensive and seam-
less service approach to the indi-
viduals and families we serve.  

Preparing for life after school 
will look different for each stu-
dent.  Everyone’s needs, inter-
ests, and desires are unique. This 
process is “person-centered,” 
which means it will focus on what 
the student wants. To simplify the 
process, we highlight four focus 
areas or “transition tracts” that 
students and their families can 
use as a guide to help them move 
in the direction they desire.  

Independent Living Skills
This area focuses on important 

daily living skills such as hygiene, 
social skills, meal preparation, 
transportation skills, chores at 
home and more.

Education/Training Programs
This area focuses on options 

such as higher education, vo-
cational schooling, internships, 
apprenticeships and other skill-
based training.

Working Skills
This area focuses on pre-

employment options such as 
completing a job skills class, 
participating in a career day, job 
shadowing, summer youth em-
ployment, interviewing skills, and 
much more.

Community Engagement
This area focuses on getting to 

know your community and par-
ticipating in community activities 
such as joining a sports activity, 
going to a park, visiting a mu-

seum or art exhibit, volunteering, 
learning to use public transpor-
tation, taking a class as well as 
other local opportunities.

Our goal is to support transi-
tion-age students at or before age 
14-21 by providing an array of 
experiences that help the student 
determine what they want to do 
before graduating or schooling 
ends. The goal is to assist the stu-
dent to develop a plan for their 
life after school, without having a 
gap between the two.

For more information on the 
ACBDD’s Transition Services and 
how we can help you or your 
student plan for the future, please 
contact Doug Mitchell, Transition 
Coordinator at 740-541-9640 or 
dmitchell@athenscbdd.org

ACBDD brings a fresh approach to Transition Services 

Jared, a transition-age student, helps choose and purchase items for his classroom. His 
classroom frequently takes trips out into the community as a way of preparing students 
for adulthood. This trip had the students visiting a local grocery store.
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Representation matters when it comes to 
leadership roles. For this reason, the ACBDD 
formed a Promoting Leadership Committee 
to help match individuals with developmen-
tal disabilities with leadership roles within 
the community.

The committee’s initial goal was to find 
and recruit an individual who receives 
our services to serve as a member of the 
ACBDD board. The committee successfully 
identified an interested person, and Katie 
Conner began serving in the fall of 2020. 
The ACBDD prioritized this because school 
leadership felt it was critically important to 
have an individual who receives services to 
have a voice in the agency’s oversight. 

This committee has since set its sights on 
other opportunities. Members meet regular-
ly with various entities throughout the com-
munity, like nonprofit organizations, festival 
organizers, private businesses, and others, 
discussing the benefits to diversifying their 
leadership teams. 

A second success story came after the 
committee met with several choir groups 

within the community. One in particular, 
the Athens County Community Choir, had 
a vacancy on its board. They soon found 
the perfect candidate to fill that slot in Billy 
Peacock.

The committee is working with many part-
ners to help identify and promote inclusive 
leadership to make our community stron-
ger. Would you like to help promote leader-
ship opportunities for those with develop-
mental disabilities? If so, contact Autumn 
Brown, Director of the ACBDD’s Office of 
Integrate Athens, at abrown@athenscbdd.
org to set up a meeting to talk through 
how we can help you meet your needs. The 
ACBDD serves a diverse and skilled group 
of people who want to contribute more to 
the community.

Diversifying leadership teams ensures all voices and choices are considered and heard

Katie Conner poses with the official appointment letter 
given to her after being sworn in to serve as an Ath-

ens County Board of Developmental Disabilities board 
member.
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When the pandemic arrived in 
2019, it created a lot of distance 
and isolation for many people. 
The impact it had on our commu-
nity members with developmental 
disabilities has been more intense 
than ever in light of pandemic 
safety measures, shortage of di-
rect support staff, and often being 
at a higher risk for complications 
if they are to contract COVID-19.  

Over the past two years to 
help endure the pandemic, lo-
cal artist and long-time advocate 
Jason Licht has aimed his focus 
on expanding his art and taking 
action to help advocate for people 
with disabilities who have not yet 

found their voice.  
Art has always been a passion 

of his. He deepened his skill and 
passion for art at the Rendville 
and Passion Works art studios, 
later breaking out to do his own 
art from his home making beauti-
ful canvas paintings that have a 
marble and bubbling effect he 
creates with a unique pouring 
technique. He has now focused on 
selling his work locally at various 
community art shows and on-
line and most recently became a 
vendor at the Hazel Reese Vintage 
Market in The Plains.

In his spare time away from 
his art focus, he connects with 

other local advocates 
to help teach our 
community about 
ableism, how it has 
impacted his life, and 
how he overcomes 
those barriers to live 
his life.  

“When people 
meet me, they see a 
wheelchair, but I am a 
person, and they need 
to see beyond my dis-
ability,” he said. “My 
disability does not 
define me; it is only 
one characteristic, 
much like if someone 
is tall, short, black, or 
white.”  

“I feel it is impor-
tant to use the voice 

I have been given to help friends 
that cannot speak up,” he added.  

Jason used to volunteer at 
ATCO Adult Program helping 
people with disabilities who often 
did not use words to communi-
cate, but in his time volunteering 
it became clear that the people 
he supported were able to com-
municate. “Even though they 
didn’t have words, they had signs, 
gestures, facial expressions, and 
actions that told me what they 
wanted, liked, or did not like.” 

Having his own experiences in 
life having a disability and people 
forgetting to see him as a person, 
forgetting to listen to his wants 
and needs, and assuming they 
know what is best for him, he of-
fers this advice:

“If you have a disability and 
people treat you like you are in-
visible, keep trying,” he said. “Be 
strong and don’t let people ignore 
you. Keep trying and eventually 
you will find people who will re-
spect you and see you for you.”

Jason Licht poses among several of his art pieces.

Empowered through art and advocacy 

Jason Licht poses with one of his art pieces.
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Eager to be independent, Sara has 
advocated for herself from an early 
age. She knew she wanted a job, 
and she knew what field she wanted 
to work in. With these decisions 
made and declared, Sara ultimately 
landed a job in line with her long-
term professional goals. 

Sara came to PersonnelPlus her 
junior year of high school and com-
pleted Summer Youth Work services.   
When Sara graduated from Athens 
High and Tri-County Vocational 
School, where she focused her stud-
ies on Hospitality, she was eager to 
get to work and become indepen-
dent. Sara then returned to Person-
nelPlus and began her employment 
journey.

Sara participated in PersonnelPlus 
Internship Services and Job De-
velopment Services and quickly an 
opportunity became available to put 
her skills to work in a clerical posi-
tion at Shawna Stump State Farm 
Insurance. Sara completed a work 
assessment where she answered 
phones and completed other office 
duties. After her work assessment, 
Sara was offered and accepted a 
permanent position with the insur-
ance agency. 

After approximately 12 months 
with Shawna Stump State Farm 
Insurance, Sara contacted Person-
nelPlus for assistance in finding 
a second job. Working two jobs is 
often challenging. It can be difficult 

to find a second job that is willing 
and able to accommodate such 
a busy schedule. But that did not 
deter Sara. Within months, she 
applied for, was offered, and ac-
cepted a position at Applebee’s of 
Athens as a hostess. 

Sara excelled in both positions 
due to her friendly and outgoing 
personality. She quickly became 
a favorite hostess of patrons 
visiting Applebee’s, as well as a 
friendly and familiar voice repre-
senting State Farm. Applebee’s 
was so happy with Sara and the 
quality of her work, they soon of-
fered her more hours. Then Sara 
had to make a choice – she could 
keep both jobs and the same 
number of hours, or work one 
job with more hours. Sara made 
the decision to move on from her 
job at State Farm and work more 
hours at Applebee’s. While Shaw-
na and the rest of the employees 
at State Farm were sad to see her 
go, they also knew and under-
stood these kinds of employment 
decisions are a part of life and 
growing as an individual. 

This year makes three years 
Sara has worked at Applebee’s, 
where she is loved by employees 
and restaurant patrons alike. She 
shows how important it is to be 
able to make choices in regards 
to her employment that impact 
her life in positive ways. 

Sara finds a job in line with her 
long-term professional goals

This year makes three years Sara has worked at Applebee’s, where she is loved by 
employees and restaurant patrons alike.

With a work history that spans several decades, Bill is no stranger to 
work. However, he decided the time had come for him to take some well-
earned time to rest and relax. At the beginning of this year, Bill officially 
retired.  

In June of 2019, the city of Athens hired Bill to help keep the uptown 
area of Athens clean and tidy. His job duties included cleaning out flower 
beds, keeping trash out of the gutters and off the sidewalks, as well as 
emptying out the used cigarette depositories. Bill worked three mornings a 
week, either walking or riding his bike to the bus stop at The Piggly Wiggly 
in The Plains to catch a bus going into Athens.  

Most days, when his shift was finished, you could find Bill walking or 
riding around town enjoying his work and having conversations with 
people he would meet. 

Prior to his job with the city of Athens, Bill worked as a seasonal laborer, 
a dishwasher, box folder, greeter, bagger, and janitor at places like Ohio 
University, Papa John’s, Big Bear (now Piggly Wiggly), and ATCO Pro Mow.  

Retiring was not an easy decision for Bill. He took time, talked with his 
friends and other people he trusts, and finally decided it was the right time 
to make the change. While rest and relaxation are part of his plans, Bill also 
hopes to stay active. As the weather improves, he plans to be out riding his 
bike and helping his neighbors with yard needs they may have or helping 
them put their trash cans to the curbs. Bill has always been a big help to 
his friends and neighbors and plans on continuing to help them in what-
ever way he can.  

Congratulations on your retirement, Bill!

After many years of service, Bill 
decides to retire – on his own terms

Bill has worked for the city of Athens since June of 2019, helping to keep the uptown 
area clean and tidy. His job duties included cleaning out flower beds, keeping trash out 
of the gutters and off the sidewalks, as well as emptying out the used cigarette deposi-
tories. After working for decades with various organizations, Bill retired earlier this year.
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Integrate Athens and FANs Coordinator 
Izzy Hutchinson have participated in two 
new and exciting collaborative projects 
with Community Food Initiatives and Live 
Healthy Appalachia. 

Community Food Initiatives (CFI), an or-
ganization that fosters equitable and inclu-
sive food systems in Southeast Ohio, has 
partnered with us to build raised, wheel-
chair-accessible beds in a local community 
garden. Live Healthy Appalachia (LHA) pro-
motes healthy eating and active lifestyles 
in the region and will continue to do so by 
creating meal kits designed for people with 
developmental disabilities and a cooking 
partner.  

On Jan. 21, in recognition of Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. Day, Integrate Athens and CFI 
partnered with COMCorps, an AmeriCorps 
program, to build three wheelchair-acces-
sible garden beds. These raised beds have 
been placed at CFI’s Southside garden, lo-
cated on Carriage Hill Drive in Athens. They 
are available to any community member 
who needs a space to grow food, and they 
now provide additional accessible garden 
space for community members who need or 
prefer to garden at a seated level.

Once the weather warms, COMCorps 
members will reconvene to paint the beds 
and fill them with soil. This project was 
made possible with a generous grant from 
ServeOhio.

This month, Integrate Athens and LHA 
will begin dispensing free meal kits for indi-

viduals with devel-
opmental disabili-
ties and a cooking 
partner. This is an 
eight-week series 
– participants will 
receive one meal 
kit per week during 
the first four weeks 
and two meal kits 
per week during the 
second four weeks. 
This collaboration 
has worked hard to 
consider individual 
food preferences, 
adaptive cooking 
needs, food aller-
gies, and texture 
sensitivities. Addi-
tionally, participants 
will receive all 
cooking tools nec-
essary to cook their 

meals at no cost. The Athens County Foun-
dation provided funding for this program.

Integrate Athens appreciates the effort 
and thoughtfulness CFI and LHA have put 
toward these projects. We have enjoyed 
partnering with them and look forward to 
more opportunities to collaborate with local 
organizations to benefit the people we serve 
and the communities we love.

ACBDD’s Integrate Athens collaborates to create a more inclusive community

Integrate Athens and Community Food Initiatives (CFI) partnered to build raised, wheelchair-accessible beds in a local 
community garden. Workers pose with the finished product before installation.

Workers piece together a raised, wheelchair-accessible beds for a local community garden. 

Integrate Athens and Live Healthy Appalachia (LHA) also 
collaborated by creating meal kits designed for people with 
developmental disabilities and a cooking partner. 
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The Service and Support Ad-
ministration (SSA) Department is 
a division of the ACBDD. Within 
this division, a team of Service 
and Support Administration staff, 
including Service and Support Ad-
ministrators (SSAs), Administrative 
Support, and a Behavior Support 
Specialist work to provide services 
to more than 425 Athens County 
adults and children with develop-
mental disabilities. In order to meet 
the diverse needs of each person 
served, SSAs use a person-cen-
tered team approach to connect in-
dividuals diagnosed with develop-
mental disabilities to the resources 
and support Athens County has to 
offer. The SSA department takes an 
individualized approach to build-
ing self-advocacy, while promoting 
the use of one’s voice and choice 
through their experience within 
the department from the start of 
services.

Intake and Eligibility – Choosing 
the ACBDD

Starting at the intake and eli-
gibility process, our newly posi-
tioned SSA, Mary Howell, utilizes 
an individual and/or family focus 
through the service engagement 
process. Mary has worked as an 
SSA for nine years and is passion-
ate about connecting people with 
individualized support so they 
can be their best self-advocates. 
Services can start as soon as an 
applicant is three-years-old. There 
is no cut-off age – application for 

services can continue throughout 
an individuals’ life span. While 
people are often connected to the 
ACBDD through referrals, anyone 
choosing to apply for services with 
the ACBDD can do so at any time. 
The process includes:

• Completing an online ap-
plication. These are available 
at www.athenscbdd.org. For 
a paper copy, please contact 
Mary Howell at mhowell@
athenscbdd.org or visit the 
SSA office located at 8 Harp-
er Street in The Plains, Ohio. 
Requests can also be made 
by calling (740) 541-9624.  

• Completed applications and 
releases of information can 
be emailed to Mary Howell 
at the email address above. 
Paper copies can be submit-
ted in-person or by mail to 
the 8 Harper Street location.

• Applications will be re-
viewed and records to assist 
in determining a qualifying 
diagnosis will be requested. 
Those with a qualifying diag-
nosis will be scheduled for 
an eligibility assessment.  

• Based on the eligibility as-
sessment, those determined 
eligible for SSA services will 
be assigned an SSA. Those 
found in-eligible will be 
referred to additional com-
munity resources that may 
assist in meeting their needs. 

What is a support team?
Once a person 

has been deter-
mined eligible and 
an SSA has been 
assigned, SSAs 
begin working with 
the person and 
those they have 
chosen to be a part 
of their team using 
their voice and their 
choice as a guide 
through person-
centered planning 
and individual 
service plan (ISP) 

development. Throughout the 
process, the individual receiving 
services acts as the guide, includ-
ing choosing the time, location, 
method, and pace of the conversa-
tion. 

The ISP identifies the needs of 
each person and the things in life 
that are important TO and  FOR 
their well-being, as provided by 
the person and those they chose to 
contribute. SSAs then begin work-
ing with the person and their team 
to put the plan into action. This can 
be seen in a variety of ways based 
upon the diverse needs of the 
person. Some of the ways SSAs 
work daily to support the voice and 
choice of those served includes:

• Supporting choices about 
where to live using opportu-
nities available through com-
munity resources such as 
Athens Metropolitan Hous-
ing Authority, USDA loans 
which provides opportunities 
for those with disabilities to 
purchase their own home, 
and through local rental 
housing opportunities.  

• Supporting choices about 
who to live with. The SSA 
department supports people 
living in a variety of settings, 

like with family, alone, with 
a housemate, or in a congre-
gate setting. 

• Supporting choices in where 
and how to spend the day.  
There are a variety of options 
available to those we serve. 
Starting from a young age, at 
least 14, conversations begin 
with the SSA and Transi-
tion Coordinator to identify 
individual interests that will 
lead to future opportunities, 
which may include employ-
ment, additional education, 
community experience such 
as volunteering, attending 
day service programming, 
and/or staying home.  

• Supporting choices on how 
services are going to be pro-
vided. Those who are deter-
mined to have support needs 
are able to receive support in 
a variety of ways. Some re-
ceive services through one-
on-one or shared support 
from another person, called 
a direct support professional. 
Others may choose to have 
supports provided through 
the use of technology, 
adaptive supports, or other 
remote support technolo-
gies.  Still others are able to 
have their support needs met 
through other community 
resources available in our 
local community.  

There are many steps taken 
between hearing and supporting 
choices of those we serve and 
meeting the goals that are identi-
fied and set. SSAs serve as both a 
facilitator and connector for these 
services and supports. SSAs have 
been and continue to be commit-
ted to those served with develop-
mental disabilities. SSAs strive 
to provide an open environment 
where needs can be clearly identi-
fied and voices and choices can be 
heard, supported and built upon 
through individualized service 
planning, a team approach, and 
community resources and partner-
ships.

Mary Howell is the ACBDD’s newly assigned 
Intake and Eligibility Specialist.

Supporting voice and choice – A person-centered approach
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With some support at the 
start, our friend Kyle has truly 
found his voice and declared 
his choice in the things he 
loves – work, Rufus the Bobcat, 
sports, and weather (not neces-
sarily in that order). 

Kyle began his employment 
journey with PersonnelPlus in 
2016 when he participated in 
the Summer Youth Employment 
Program that year. After gradu-
ating high school in 2017, Kyle 
returned to PersonnelPlus to 
continue services to help him 
find a job that met his employ-
ment goal. 

In April of 2019, an opportu-
nity presented itself at Quidel. 
Kyle interviewed for a position 
as a Packaging Specialist and 
was quickly offered the job. 
His independence and ability 
to navigate the Athens Transit 
system helped him greatly. 
Challenges with securing reli-
able transportation is the No. 
1 obstacle faced by many job 
seekers. As Kyle celebrates his 
third year at Quidel, he contin-
ues to exceed expectations in 
his employment, while remain-
ing active within the Athens 
community. 

If you go to any Ohio Univer-
sity sporting event, you have 
probably seen Kyle there. Kyle 
attends almost all of OU’s foot-
ball, soccer, field hockey, men’s 
and women’s basketball, wres-
tling, swimming, diving, vol-
leyball, baseball, and softball 
events. His best buddy Rufus 
the Bobcat is always willing 
to grab a picture with Kyle at 
these events as well. He attends 
the Southern Ohio Copperhead 
baseball games, loves going 
for walks around the commu-
nity and traveling. Kyle has 
also been invited several times 
to help the Athens City Mayor 

with his weekly press confer-
ence.  

One thing Kyle is well known 
for is his knowledge and insight 
of the weather. Many of us con-
sider ourselves up-to-date on 
current weather and trends, but 
Kyle’s knowledge goes above 

and beyond what most of us 
can even begin to comprehend. 
You may also recognize Kyle 
from the weather reports he 
does for the City of Athens and 
the Ohio Bobcat Athletics. His 
weather reports are concise 
and accurate. Kyle is able to put 

even the most seasoned weath-
er man or weather woman to 
shame. 

Kyle’s dedication to the Ath-
ens community shows how 
important it is to have a voice 
and to make your own choices 
in your life.

In taking charge of his life, Kyle shows strong 
work ethic and dedication to his community

Kyle poses with his best buddy Rufus the Bobcat.
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Davey lived at home with his family, until 
a few years ago, when he moved into an In-
termediate Care Facility (ICF). ICFs are resi-
dential facilities that take care of individuals 
with disabilities, responsible for the health 
and welfare of everyone living there. They 
are responsible for making sure people who 
live there are taken care of medically, as 
well as socially, and emotionally. They serve 
as an important and valued option for meet-
ing a person’s needs. 

In the ICF where Davey was living, medi-
cations were given at set times, which is a 
common practice. Davey preferred to stay 
up late playing video games and wanted 
nothing more than to sleep in. But because 
he needed to take his medications at a set 
time, he was unable to sleep in. Davey 
hated that he had to get up so early each 
morning. 

To realize more autonomy and indepen-
dence, Davey took a leap and decided to 
move into his own home. The biggest chal-
lenge ahead of him was finding a home that 
was wheelchair accessible and accepts his 

HUD voucher. But this did not deter Davey. 
Eventually, a location became available.

On December 1, 2021, with his Direct Sup-
port Professionals hired, Davey was able to 
move into his own home. There have been 
many firsts for Davey. Davey had never 
gone to the store to buy his own groceries, 
or ride the city bus, or go to appointments 
without someone speaking for him, or go 
around his neighborhood, own his own dog, 
or pay his own bills. He is able to experi-
ence all of those things now. 

Davey said that the biggest reason he 
likes living on his own is so that his family 
can visit often, and he can be independent 
with his life. He loves that his dream has 
become a reality. 

Davey poses with a Direct Support Professional, who 
helps him realize his dream of independence and au-

tonomy.

Davey realizes dream of finding independence and autonomy
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Many times, when people think of an in-
dividual who is diagnosed with autism, they 
think of what is portrayed in movies, like Rain 
Man, The Accountant, or The Other Sister. It is 
important to keep in mind that not everyone 
with Autism is the same. It is, after all, a spec-
trum.

Raven is an example of someone who has 
autism and is unable to verbally communicate 
with others about his wants and needs. He 
sometimes would exhibit challenging behav-
iors when upset – behaviors he cannot control. 
He gets frustrated by his inability to be able 
to have control over his life and this can be 
seen in his hitting, biting, pinching, kicking, or 
breaking things. 

In the past, because of these behaviors, 
Raven was unable to choose where he wanted 
to live, or who he was able to live with. Raven 
requires two Direct Support Professionals (or 
DSPs) to work with him in order for him to 
be safe and successful in his home. In addi-
tion, he has Tonic Clonic Seizures and will stop 
breathing as a result of these seizures. Raven 
works with SOAR, an agency that hires people 
to work with Raven. Most agencies have a 
“lead DSP” for particular homes. For Raven’s 
home, the lead DSP is Josh Williams. 

Josh is responsible for knowing what is go-
ing on in Raven’s home – from doctor appoint-
ments, to supervising all the staff who work 
with Raven, to making sure that Raven has 
what he needs daily. This means when Josh is 
not working with Raven, he is on-call for his 
home and will receive calls in the middle of 
the night. 

Raven knows that Josh loves and supports 
him. Just the sound of Josh’s voice will help 
Raven come down from a manic episode. This 
is just one example of how Josh goes above 
and beyond for Raven. Josh has literally saved 
Raven’s life on two occasions by performing 
rescue breaths after he had a seizure, until the 
emergency medical squad arrived. Josh has 
put his vacation on hold to take Raven to doc-
tor appointments. He has put his life on hold 
to stay with Raven for 14 days, while other 
staff were on quarantine for testing positive 
for COVID-19. 

When working with someone who is unable 
to communicate with you through speech, 
it makes it difficult to know what is needed 
or wanted by this person. But Josh is so in 
sync with Raven. He is able to anticipate his 

needs. He 
also knows 
how to read 
nonverbal 
cues to know 
what Raven 
wants. He 
can tell when 
Raven is not 
feeling well 
and can get 
him the treat-
ment needs 
quickly. Josh 
is effective 
as a team 
leader, pass-
ing along the 
information 
to other team 
members of 
how to work 
with Raven. 
Josh and his 
team recog-
nized Raven 
needs things 
to look for-
ward to. And 
so, for Christ-
mas, the 
staff pooled 
their money 
together to 
purchase Ra-
ven exercise 
equipment as 
a gift. Raven 
loves this and 
enjoys do-
ing this while 
bonding with 
staff. 

It is not just the big gestures that Josh does 
that makes the difference in Raven’s life. It is 
the little things that matter. He makes Raven 
feel like he is part of his life. Josh will bring 
enough food to share meals with Raven. 
Josh will donate clothing for Raven when he 
has ripped his clothing apart after having an 
episode. Josh will put his life on hold when 
Raven’s staff needs advice or assistance with 
Raven on their shift. Josh will explore new 
things for Raven to find new things for him to 

enjoy. Josh has never said Raven cannot do 
something because of his disability. Rather, he 
has adapted things for Raven. Josh will sacri-
fice his time off to make sure that Raven has 
the staffing he needs.

According to Raven’s mom, Marci Kahler, 
Josh is the reason Raven is not in an institu-
tion (where he once lived). Josh is the reason 
that Raven is able to continue living in the 
community and has the positive quality of life 
he wants. She is thankful for Josh and all that 
he does to be part of Raven’s family. 

Direct Support Professionals – the unsung 
heroes if the COVID-19 pandemic 

Raven, left, pauses to give his lead DSP and friend Josh a hug.
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The staffing crisis we have 
seen in the country has hit many 
professions, including Direct 
Support Professionals (or DSPs). 
A DSP works with individuals 

with developmental disabilities 
within their home or work to help 
them stay healthy, happy, and 
do the things they choose to do 
throughout the day.

Due to the shortage, many 
agencies are needing to get 
creative with the limited number 
of staff they have. One option 
for addressing the shortage is to 
utilize Remote Supports. Remote 
Supports are various forms of 
technology that allow off-site 
direct service provider to monitor 
and respond to a person’s health, 
safety, and other needs using live 
communication, while offering 
the person more independence in 
their home.

Some examples include: a 
necklace with a button can push 
to get help, a video doorbell, 
two-way communication device 
to call someone, video cameras, 
fall sensors within someone’s 
home, fall sensors in someone’s 
bed or wheelchair, and pill boxes 
that dispense medications when 
needed. 

There are many reasons why 
someone would chose to use 
remote supports. For some, this 
means a person can continue liv-
ing in the setting of their choos-
ing, they are and feel safer, and 
they can have less anxiety about 
being alone. 

Athens County has several 
individuals who use remote sup-
ports, like Joie. 

Joie has always expressed a 
desire to live more independently 
in her home in a way that makes 
her feel safe and comfortable. 
Thanks to her hard work and 
remote support technology over 
the past couple of years, Joie 
has been able to learn more, face 
anxiety regarding safety, and 
increase her independence. 

Starting in April, she will have 
all overnights supported through 
the technology in her home. Joie 
is very proud of her accomplish-
ments and is excited to continue 
working towards her dream of 
independence and a family.

 Joie recently started using remote supports in her home, which has increased her inde-
pendence.

Finding independence with 
the help of technology
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Emily is the first Beacon Student to participate in Career Discovery 
Services as a way of planning for life after finishing school. Career Dis-
covery is ideal for students who have experienced few or no community 
engagement or employment experiences.  

Career Discovery lasts approximately 20 hours, over one month, 
and provides one-on-one coaching support that involves the student 

in social interactions, as well as participating in small vocational tasks 
to determine skills, pace, stamina and the ability to complete a task. 
The service ends with a final team meeting with a report that highlights 
three areas that the student is interested in for work or community ac-
tivities. Next steps are discussed for further opportunities to plan for life 
after school.  

Career Discovery offers unique approach for 
transition-age students to explore interests

Emily began Career Discovery Services with Capabilities Inc. in January. For some students, this is considered an ideal “launching pad” or a “starting place” to help prepare them 
for life after school.
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We all have the right to make our own 
choices, even when others don’t agree with 
them. When we can choose for ourselves, 
we learn, grow, and improve the quality of 
our lives. This gives people the dignity of 
choice.

Whether by choosing what we want to 
wear, where we want to live, how we live, 
or what we need to reach our goals, ev-
ery choice helps us know ourselves better. 
These are choices we all get to make.

SafeInHome Remote Support Services 
offers a variety of devices to choose from 
that best meets a person’s needs. Remote 
Supports allow an off-site direct service pro-
vider to monitor and respond to a person’s 
health, safety, and other needs using live 
communication, while offering the person 
more independence in their home.

When someone requests service from 
SafeInHome, we listen to what is important 
to them and important for them. Together 
with the person, we design a support plan 
that integrates with any service or care 
plans that are already in place. We value the 
desires and goals of the people we serve 
while taking into account any risks.

We approach every person with respect. 
Each individual we serve has the power to 
decide what is right for them – the type of 
support they need, the type of devices in-
stalled in their home, and the frequency of 
the check-in times.

We are never bossy or authoritative. We 
encourage decision-making to build self-de-

termination (the power 
to make one’s own 
choices) and a strong 
set of necessary skills 
for everyday life.

There are many ways 
that you can live inde-
pendently with a dis-
ability. Perhaps you are 
transitioning from a 
group home, living in 
your family home, or 
living with a roommate. 
SafeinHome under-
stands that living inde-
pendently has a special 
meaning to you, and we 
are equipped and ready 
to give quality support 
to help you with your 
goals.

SafeinHome is flex-
ible! We can work as a 
stand-alone service or 
as an extra help to exist-
ing support services. We 
can help cover shifts of 
support staff that might 
otherwise be hard to 
fill, like overnights or 
evenings. The shortage 
of Direct Support Profes-
sionals is not going to end anytime soon, 
but SafeinHome is here! We’re determined 
to get people the support they need.

To learn more about SafeinHome, visit 
their website at www.safeinhome.com. We 
are more than happy to answer any ques-
tions.

SafeInHome Remote Support Services gives with independence the help of technology
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