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ATI Announces 2016 Priorities 

     On October 18, 2016, the Access 
to Independence  (ATI) Board 
adopted the following 2017 Strategic 
Imperatives & Goals, based on 
results of a community-wide needs 
assessment completed last summer: 

¶ Increase community awareness of 
disability issues, the lack of equal 
human and civil rights for people 
with disabil it ies, and the 
opportunities that exist to 
increase independent living for 
all; 

¶ Increase community capacity to 
provide demanded services to 
people with a wide variety of 
disabilities, their families and 
caregivers, and other service 
providers, including social/
recreational, transportation, 
home health aide, employment 
and youth transition services; 

¶ Inc rease  a l l  aspec ts  o f 
accessibility in the community so 
that people with disabilities 
realize improved access to all 
systems, including commerce, 
g o v e r n m e n t ,  e d u c a t i o n , 
healthcare, citizenship and 
employment, among others; and 

¶ Increase ATIõs capacity to fulfill 
its mission, vision and values by 
executing strategic administrative 
(operations, fiscal and human 
resource) initiatives in order to 
ensure that ATI remains relevant 
and provides value to its 
stakeholders and to the 
community as a whole. 
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ATI Board of Directors Elects 
New Members / Officers 

      On October 18, 2016, the Ac-
cess to Independence (ATI) Board 
of Directors re-elected two Board 
Members to a second two-year term 
and elected three new Board Mem-
bers to their first two-year term.  

     New and returning elected 
Board Members include: Dr. Judy 
K. C. Bentley, Dorothy Dumond, 
Eden Harrington-Hall, Alexandra 
Huntington-Ofner and Lisa Perfetti. 

   At the same meeting the Board of 
Directors elected officers for the 
next year as follows: Dr. Judy K. C. 
Bentley, Chair; Dan Mullins, Vice-
Chair; Mary Beth Mathey, Treasur-
er; and Dacia Leggé, Secretary. 

     Many thanks go out to each and 
every Board Member for their dedi-
cation to the governance of ATI. 

ATI Efforts Save State $3.6 M 
     Access to Independence (ATI) 
has saved NYS more than $3.6 
million since 2004 through its efforts 
to transition or divert individuals out 
of costly institutional settings and 
into community-based settings. 
     Since 2004, ATI has diverted 
(prevented) 51 individuals from 
institutional placement with an 
average cost savings of $13,366 each. 
ATI has also transitioned 61 
individuals from institutional settings 
back to the community with a cost 
savings between $13,366 and 
$64,356 each. ATI transitioned or 
diverted 22 individuals last year. 
     As a frame of reference, it costs 
the state roughly $78,000 per year to 
pay for a person to live in a nursing 
home, versus $64,744 for a person 
living in the community using 
Medicaid Waiver (MW) services, or 
just $13,754 without MW services. 
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ATI Breaks Record: 5th Annual Gala a Success 

     The Access to Independence of Cortland County, Inc. 
(ATI) 5th Annual 2016 Gala netted the Agency more than 
$3,500 to fund advocacy efforts on behalf of people with 
disabilities.  ATI held the costume event on Saturday, 
November 5, from 6:00 ð 9:00 pm, at the SUNY Cortland 
Alumni House.  

     According to the eventõs Coordinator, Maria Mucaria, 
òATIõs Annual Gala aims to be ATIõs premier annual 
fundraising eventó. She said the event recognizes the lack 
of human and civil rights for people with disabilities, 
promotes the development of new friends among 
individuals and businesses and brings together 
longstanding friends and supporters. 

     In addition to great food and live music by Lonnie 
Park, the Gala offered a silent auction and numerous 
raffles throughout the evening. 

     Special thanks go out to this yearõs Automatic Door 
Sponsors: Stephen Compagni ð Economy Paving; Janet & 
Russ Oechsle; and the Tompkins Trust Company. 
Additional thanks go out to this yearõs Accessible Parking 
Sponsors: Cortland Eye Center, First National Bank of 
Groton, McNeil Development Company, the Underwood 
Family; and St. Anthonyõs Altar Society. Additional thanks 
go out to all of the silent auction package donors. 

Above: Grammy-award winning artist Lonnie Park kept 
things hopping with piano music while guests reveled in costumes. 

     On Saturday, November 5, Access to Independence 
(ATI) held its 2016 Annual Board / Staff Retreat. Board 
Members and staff convened at the Cortland Regional 
Medical Centerõs Assembly Room to build momentum for 
a successful launch of 2017 initiatives. 

     John Hoechsle, a public relations and media expert 
from the Central New York area, facilitated two 
workshops for more than 20 participants on updating 
ATIõs messages to its stakeholders and expanding public 
awareness capacity.  

     John spent just over an hour on the first session to 
provide staff and Board Members with an overview of 

marketing and public relations, coupled with a 
discussion on key stakeholders and targeted messaging 
strategies. Staff and Board Members brainstormed ideas 
on who are ATIõs key stakeholders and what are the key 
messages ATI aims to share with them. 

     John spent just over an hour on a second session to 
identify ways to improve ATIõs messaging to ensure 
optimal results in terms of stakeholder, customer and 
public awareness of ATIõs brand and initiatives. The 
group also discussed ways to get out its message to the 
most difficult to reach audiences. 

     Over the next year, ATI is set to build on the 
increased capacity resulting from Johnõs sessions and to 
launch strategic initiatives that aim to improve the 
community and ATIõs various stakeholdersõ awareness 
of ATI, its programs and its advocacy efforts. 

     In addition to the sessions, staff and Board had 
ample opportunity to bond and team-build. There were 
several icebreakers and mini-breakout sessions that 
focused on staff job duties and Board Member 
experience. One common theme throughout the day 
was emphasis on the consumer experience. 

     Many thanks go out to all Board Members and staff 
participants, as well as to John for his presentations. 

2016 ATI Board / Staff  Retreat 
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2016 Employment First Workshop Series 

     In October, Access to Independence (ATI) hosted a four-
part Employment First Workshop Series in recognition of 
National Disability Employment Awareness Month 
(NDEAM).  

     On October 6, a òCreate Opportunity: It Takes a 
Communityó workshop featured panelists Sara Wright, 
employee at Frosted Bakery, Mary Wright, Saraõs Mother, and 
Margaret Gucwa-Natale, Saraõs Employer. Each panelist 
discussed their perspective on the importance of developing 
relationships and building support systems.  

     On October 13, a òBusiness Leader Breakfastó featured 
panelists Barry Tatters, Business Relations Representative for 
ACCES-VR, Danielle Reese, Business Office Manager for 
Walden Place, and Denise Soles, Supervisor at the Rescue 
Mission. The key takeaway from the presentation was that 
hiring people with disabilities may come with financial 
incentives, but it also offers the employers a dedicated and 
skilled, yet underutilized, workforce. 

     On October 20, an òEliminate Mental Health Stigmaó 
workshop featured panelists Alex Huntington-Ofner, Youth 
Services Development Director at Cortland County Mental 
Health (CCMH), Linda Martin, Peer Coordinator at CCMH, 
and Amy Tinker and Loreen Geiger, family members of 
people with mental health diagnoses. The workshop began 
with a discussion on the stigmas and myths that exist about 
people with mental health diagnoses and continued with 
perspectives of peers and their families about the struggles 
and successes they have experienced.   

     On October 27, a òPeer Success Storiesó workshop 
featured panelists LaWanda H. Cook, Ph.D., Extension 
Faculty & Training Specialist for Cornell University, and 
Jessica Wickham, an aspiring writer and journalist.  Panelists 
each shared an in-depth look into their lived experiences as 
people with visible and invisible disabilities and their unique 
perspectives on what success means.       

     For more information on ATIõs Work Readiness Services, 
please contact Aaron T. Baier by phone at 607-753-7363, or 
by email at abaier@aticortland.org.  

ATI Launches Employment Taskforce 
     Last month, Access to Independence (ATI) 
launched a new Taskforce for Increasing Disa-
bility Employment (TIDE). ATI aims to bring 
together area disability and employment stake-
holders to collectively work toward the ultimate 
goal of increasing opportunities and employ-
ment outcomes for people with disabilities. 
TIDE will meet monthly to set annual goals, 
collaborate on events and activities and to coor-
dinate community-wide, employment-related 
awareness efforts.  
     ATIõs plans to focus community-wide efforts 
on the employment needs of people with disa-
bilities is well-timed with changes at the State 
and National level. Since the passage of the 
Workforce Innovation & Opportunities Act of 
2014 (WIOA), State and local leaders have been 
scrambling to find resources and to implement 
new strategies to ensure that they can meet the 
needs of people with disabilities.   
     Governor Andrew Cuomo has implemented 
a NYS Employment First Commission that aims 
to reduce unemployment and poverty among 
people with disabilities. The NYS Office of Per-
sons with Developmental Disabilities 
(OPWDD) has pushed forward with transform-
ing antiquated sheltered workshop practices. 
Vocational rehabilitation agencies have begun to 
refocus their efforts on pre-vocational and work 
readiness services as well as on job training, em-
ployer incentives and business enterprise oppor-
tunities for entrepreneurship.   
     ATI has identified preliminary goals that 
TIDE will work to achieve and plan for over the 
coming months and years: 1) Raise awareness of 
current disability employment barriers and suc-
cesses through traditional and social media out-
lets and other events. 2) Forge new opportuni-
ties for competitive employment, entrepreneur-
ship, and meaningful internships and apprentice-
ships. 3) Strengthen partnerships between 
local job seekers, employers and service 
providers to enhance the quality of ser-
vices, effectiveness of outreach and elimi-
nation of discriminatory practices. 
     For more information on the Task-
force for Increasing Disability Employ-
ment, please contact Aaron T. Baier, 
Consumer & Systems Advocacy Coordi-
nator, by phone at 607-753-7363, or by 
email at abaier@aticortland.org.  
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My Internship Experience �² by Tina Carden 

     My name is Tina Carden and I am a legally blind adult student at Tompkins-Cortland Community College who 
is working on a Human Services degree.  I chose to do my internship at Access to Independence (ATI) because I 
wanted to learn how to better help people with disabilities like myself.  The internship has helped me become 
more independent, provided me with work experience, and helped me to learn more about advocating for people 
with disabilities. 

     For much of my life, I have been nervous about traveling on my own because of my vision loss.  So, my first 
challenge was when I was asked to help get donations for the 2016 Masquerade Gala. This meant that I had to 
learn and travel new routes independently.  With the encouragement of my supervisor, and the help of Google 
Maps, I was able to locate and plan my routes to businesses that had donations waiting to be picked up.  This was 
my first time navigating busy streets and crosswalks by myself. 

     Along with becoming more independent, interning at ATI has also given me excellent work experience.  I 
learned a lot about working in an office setting and working in teams and with coworkers.  One event that was an 
amazing experience for me was Disability Mentoring Day (DMD).  During DMD, students with disabilities from 
several schools were matched with a job site in a field of their choosing and shadowed a mentor for two hours.  I 
was asked to be a job coach for one student, Jordan, who had an interest in farm work.  My role as job coach was 
to help Jordan engage in meaningful conversation with his job site mentor, and ensure he understood what was 
being discussed.  We went to Fouts Farm where the owner gave us a tour of the farm and showed us how 
modern farms operate.  Jordan seemed quite interested and still wanted to go into farming by the end of the day.   

     During my time at ATI, I also realized how important self-advocacy and advocating for people with disabilities 
was.  For example, I attended an Inclusive Recreation class at Tompkins Cortland Community College where my 
Supervisor was a guest speaker.  Not many students in the class knew much about people with disabilities or how 
to include them in recreation activities.  By the end of the class they had learned about the history of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act, different types of disabilities, independent living centers, and ATIõs services.  We 
also discussed several strategies to increase inclusion for people with disabilities into recreation activities. 

     As a part of an Employment First Workshop Series, I attended ATIõs òEliminate Mental Health Stigmaó 
workshop.  We discussed how anyone with any kind of disability, mental or physical, has a right to reasonable 
accommodations at work but many times they are afraid to ask for the tools they need.  It is important for us in 
the Human Services field to help employees with disabilities understand their rights and to ensure that employers 
understand the value of workers with disabilities.  We also discussed the stigma that people with disabilities face 
in the workplace, and ways to deal with it. 

     I have wanted to help people with disabilities, like myself, for a while now.  My Internship at Access to 
Independence has had a tremendous impact on my life and my future career choices.  In January 2017, I will 
transfer to Keuka College's Social Work program.  My goal is to eventually become a Licensed Clinical Social 
Worker after completion of my Master's degree.  I hope to someday join ATI's staff, or at least refer clients to 
them, once I begin work as a counselor.  


