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We would like to thank the Michigan Development Disabilities Council for funding our Initiative with the Mini Grant (Grant #2007074) we were awarded. The grant has enabled us to develop a program that has the potential to be replicated and that continues to grow and affect the lives of many in our community. It has already helped to leverage an additional $235,000 for the Initiative.

We are demonstrating that inclusion in community life occurs when a discipline of specific techniques is practiced. As we share our techniques with the reader, we hope that you are able to learn from our work and expand inclusive options in your community.

Community Participation Initiative

The purpose of this Initiative is to make it possible for children and adults with disabilities and disorders to participate fully in all aspects of community life, as they choose.

We would like to share with you our goals for the Community Participation Initiative, the process we follow, the structured approach we take and the stories of some of our participants and the successes and struggles we have gone through together. 
Our goal for this project is to create partnerships with community agencies that serve all citizens and provide them with the assistance they need to welcome and include children and adults with mental health needs into their normal program activities.

In order to do this, we enlist the buy-in and endorsement of agency executive directors and their program directors as the first step to gaining the cooperation and confidence of all their staff. We assist the agencies by providing technical assistance and training to staff to make necessary accommodations and adaptations to their programs. We do this on both a one-to-one and group basis. We encourage agency participation in the Community Village Council, a forum to collaborate with, and learn from, professionals from other agencies. We help agency staff to work in collaboration with the staff of Community Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services and the local school systems to create an ongoing process for including their consumers in community agencies and community associational life.

The work we do with individuals is a process of meeting with them (and any family, staff or support people they choose) to assess what interests they have, what their goals of participation are (fitness, recreation, social, learn a new skill, etc.), and what, if any, barriers to participation they might have (financial, physical, emotional, transportation, etc.) in order to find a community program that fits them and their needs. 
We take the information that we find and compile it, along with research of programs available in their community and present the person with choices of inclusive activities that the individual might take part in. We want to ensure that the program choice is person-centered and inclusive and that the experience is both positive and successful for all.

Now, we would like to share with you some of the stories of participants in the program and the journey that we went through, and continue to go through, with each of them. It is important to note in each case that the process remains the same, even when the situations and people change. Please remember that this is a process and that is on-going and collaborative. 

We would like to thank our Funding Partners in this Initiative for helping to make the Community Participation Initiative possible and a continued success:

· Arcus Gay and Lesbian Resource Fund

· Fetzer Institute Fund

· Kalamazoo Community Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services

· Michigan Developmental Disabilities Council

We would also like to thank all of the participants and community agencies who have worked together, sharing successes and struggles alike, learning and working together to truly make our community welcoming and accessible to all.

To date, we have worked with 38 children and adults and 24 agencies (listed below), as well as support staff, family members, schools and volunteers.

Community Agencies:

· YMCA

· Kalamazoo Nature Center

· Boys and Girls Club

· Sherman Lake YMCA Camp

· Douglass Community Center

· South County Community Center

· YWCA

· Pretty Lake Vacation Camp

· Kalamazoo Communities in Schools

· Big Brothers/Big Sisters

· Borgess Health and Fitness Center

· Kalamazoo Parks and Recreation

· Portage City Parks and Recreation

· Young Chefs Academy

· Painted Moon Studios

· Kalamazoo Institute for the Arts

· Holiday Lanes

· MSU Extension Services

· Kalamazoo Drop In Child Care

· Western Michigan University

· Dream Dinners

· Bronson Hospital

· Portage Community Education

· Kalamazoo School of Music and Dance

Participants’ Journeys

Ellen: 

Ellen is a 23-year-old woman who uses a wheelchair. She lives with 6 other people in a group home. Ellen had expressed an interest in getting involved in a physical activity. Upon meeting with Ellen, we learned that she loves upbeat music and anything that has a social component to it.

Once we sat down and talked with Ellen and learned of her interests, our staff went back to the office and researched what possibilities are available in the community that fit what Ellen wants to do and that address any needs she may have (financial assistance, transportation, physical assistance, etc.).

Next, we met with Ellen and her staff and discussed possible options that fit Ellen’s interests and addressed her needs. As a group, we decided upon the local YMCA. We spoke with the fitness director who said that they would be more than willing to have Ellen take a class with them and even offered financial assistance. He suggested a class called Body Blast, which is very lively with upbeat music, a flexible instructor, and a great group of regulars who also took the class.

The director of Ellen’s group home was very excited about this opportunity for Ellen and said that they would happily provide transportation and the needed staff member to accompany Ellen and stay with her during the class.

The first day of class came with all of us waiting with excitement and anticipation. Within the first 10 minutes of the class, a women who is a regular to the YMCA and to the Body Blast class, came up to Ellen and asked if she could help by showing her how to adapt some of the exercises. With each new movement or direction, Carol would first assist Ellen in doing the exercise and then would start her own. She stayed close to Ellen, engaging in conversation and upbeat banter throughout the class period. As the class wore on, several of the participants took part in assisting Ellen and gave her compliments on her workout.

After the class Carol came up to me to ask if what she did was ok and if it would be ok for her to continue in the same fashion next week? She said that her only concern was that she not hurt Ellen. When I expressed concern that we didn’t want to take her away from her own workout, she replied, “Are you kidding, I work out too much as it is, and this is more fun!” We spoke for several more minutes about Ellen and her needs. I assured her that doing what she was doing was not going to cause Ellen harm, and if something did bother Ellen, she would be the first to let her know!

Ellen has stopped going to the Body Blast class. This is due to several factors, all of which are being addressed and worked through. First of all, the instructor who Ellen was working with was injured in a bicycle accident and was not able to teach the class for a month. Second, the staff at Ellen’s house began to experience complications with arranging transportation and finding a staff member to accompany Ellen to her class. Although Ellen does not require complete physical assistance, she does need some in order to be successful in the class. Both issues are paramount since the program depends on Ellen getting where she needs to be and having the direct staff assistance she requires in order to participate. We continue to work with the staff to solve the problems.

To help address and find solutions to the issues raised, we have called in other support people that Ellen has in her life. We are currently working in conjunction with Ellen’s Supports Coordinator from Community Mental Health and Ellen’s personal Advocate from the local Arc in order to ensure that Ellen is directing the activities in her life and making the decisions about what suits her best and, in return, getting the supports she needs to carry out those decisions.

We continue to help look for options that incorporate Ellen’s interests: music, exercise and socialization and that take into consideration her personal needs.

One of the goals for this Initiative is to ensure the sustainability of the activities we are helping individuals to find and get involved in. We think it is important that the activity and choice of activity become a normal part of their everyday life. For this to happen successfully, collaboration with the individual and all the supports she has in place (and the new supports from the community agencies) is extremely important.

Jessica:

Jessica is a 52-year-old woman who uses a wheelchair and is non-verbal. She lives with 6 other people in a group home. She has been an artist for many years and wanted to get involved in a painting class in the Kalamazoo community. 

We found a painting class at the Kalamazoo Institute of Arts called ‘Painting with Personal Expression.’ The class allows the student to create his/her own paintings. The students decide what they are going to paint and the medium that they are going to use. The teacher is there to offer the student suggestions and assistance.

We spoke with the instructor who was very eager to get Jessica into her class and to have the opportunity to work with her and observe her painting style.

We met with Jessica’s staff at her group home to work out the details of transportation and the fee for the class. The staff was extremely excited to have a place for Jessica to go to utilize and expand her artistic abilities and readily agreed to making transportation work. The first semester of the class overlapped with the day program that Jessica attends. Her group home staff coordinated with her day program in order to allow the flexibility needed so that Jessica could benefit from both programs. The cost of the program was met with the assistance of Jessica’s family, along with a mini grant from our program.

Due to her physical needs, Jessica does have a personal aide in the class to help her assemble and reach the paints, water and other articles that she needs. However, we really work with the people assisting Jessica to ensure that they remember they are there as added assistance only and should not get in the way of normal instruction or structure of the class. Jessica, like her peers without disabilities, is there to learn from and get help from the instructor, just like everyone else. 

Jessica loves the class. She is able to express her artistic abilities without boundaries and is really able to explore her creativity. The teacher offers suggestions and encouragement to Jessica as needed. It is apparent that the teacher is learning as much about styles and ways of expressing artistic abilities as Jessica is learning new techniques in her painting. It is fascinating to watch both grow in their understanding of differences and definitions of ability as well as finding and utilizing their strengths. 
Jessica has successfully completed two eight week “Painting with Expression” courses at the Kalamazoo Institute of Art. She continues to increase her artistic abilities. Her teacher and classmates continue to grow and learn from Jessica and one another. Jessica, her art instructor, and members of the class have formed a true bond. Each continues to look forward to new class sessions and all that they bring.

We are continuing to coordinate with the service providers that Jessica has (her group home, Community Mental Health and her day program) in order to make this kind of learning an ongoing opportunity for Jessica.

Due to the schedule of the current instructor and the classes she is teaching this semester, we are looking for another painting class and studio for Jessica that fits her abilities, interests and budget. 
Nate:

Nate is a 30-year-old man who lives on his own. We were contacted by a Community Mental Health Supports Coordinator who has been working with Nate. She made the referral because of the goals and objectives in Nate’s Person Centered Plan. Nate wanted to get involved in a community program that provided socialization and a chance to take part in an activity that interested him.

When we met with Nate, it became very clear that his passion was music. He loves listening to, learning about, and buying music. He has an extensive music collection and can tell you facts and statistics about almost any musician and musical group. Although Nate’s first love is Rock n Roll, he really appreciates most music.

As we got to talking, Nate told us that his parents had bought him an electric guitar a few years back for his birthday, but he has never learned how to play it. We immediately started talking about the possibility of Nate taking guitar lessons. Nate was extremely thrilled because one of his goals is to learn to play his favorite songs on the guitar!

We began researching programs in the local area that offered beginning guitar lessons. In the meantime, we gave a presentation at Western Michigan University on our program and what the goals of it were. During this presentation, a student raised his hand and asked about possible employment opportunities. His teacher added that he was a Music Therapy major. The excitement rose as I began to question him. Lo and behold, he not only has a music background, he has experience teaching, he works part-time in a group home, and he has an interest in exploring possibilities of working in the Mental Health profession. John is also the president of the Music Fraternity at WMU.

As we continued talking, John said that he would like to meet Nate and talk about the possibility of working with him. The end result was John and Nate hitting it off and John volunteering to work with Nate every Wednesday. The only request was that we help Nate get an acoustic guitar as it is easier to learn on than an electric one. We were able to purchase a guitar for Nate using money from our grant.

Now, John and Nate continue to get together to work on guitar skills, but they also hang out and “jam” together as well as listen to music, watch videos and talk. They have developed a friendship. The duo has officially performed for a few groups of people and is talking about expanding what they do to incorporate others who play guitar or potentially those who play other instruments with the goal of starting a band! We are looking into possibilities of including other members of the music fraternity in this process. John hopes to have Nate over one day to have a “jam session” with his friends. Nate loves it!

Tara:

Tara is a 20-year-old woman who lives at home. She first came to us as a referral from her Advocate. Tara was interested in finding a physical activity that would help her get in shape and relieve stress. She was especially interested in finding an aerobic class that involved dance-type music and movement. Due to an injury Tara sustained from a car accident and a doctor’s suggestion that we hold off for a bit, we decided to look at other options.

Tara shared with us a passion for singing. She sings at her church and has even tried out for a “Home Town Idol” program. We started to look into music and singing lessons and local music groups that Tara might be able to get involved with.

While we were doing our research, Tara started to volunteer at our office for a couple of hours a week. During a break one day, we were talking about sports and the results of a baseball game that was played the night before. We quickly learned that we shared a passion for baseball and inspiration struck. We asked if she had ever considered singing the National Anthem at a baseball game? She was extremely excited and shared with us a dream she had to do just that.

Through a connection that we had with the Assistant Baseball Coach of the Western Michigan University Broncos, we were able to meet with the Head Coach and talk about the possibility of Tara singing the National Anthem at one of their games. He was thrilled and excited about the prospect of having a person sing live at his games. We agreed on a date and we shared it with Tara.

We arrived early to the game so that Tara would have a chance to practice singing using the microphone and standing in the bleachers. We had prepared a tape with the music and were working with the game staff to get it set up when Tara took the microphone and started to sing without music. We were all speechless, including Tara, as she had never sung acapella before. She sounded great! So, we stopped worrying about the music and waited for the start of the game.

The fans were quite surprised by the fact that there was not only a live person singing the National Anthem but that she was so talented. She was so good, in fact, that the coach asked her to come back and sing for the remaining games in the season. It was fun to watch the transformation in Tara and in the crowd as the games went on. She went from being a little shy and staying in her seat in the bleachers to being on the move talking to the players and fans as they started to recognize her and compliment her on her singing ability. Scouts in the bleachers even started to ask if she was available for other games or if she just sang for the Broncos?

Tara was given a standing invitation to sing, not only for the remainder of last season, but for seasons to come! Tara says, “This has been a wonderful experience for me that shows I am somebody and that I have talent. They really liked me and asked me to come back. It has been great for my self-esteem!” Tara has given several presentations on her experience and been asked to perform on many different occasions.

Mandy

Mandy is a 20-year-old woman who lives at home and attends the Young Adult Program. We first met Mandy while participating in another program. She had expressed an interest in working toward moving out of her parents’ house and living on her own and also finding a job working with children. She talked about how she has always wanted to be a counselor for a summer camp program, but she was unsure how to go about doing this and was not sure if she had the skills that are required to become a counselor.

In talking with staff and teachers who have worked with Mandy, and watching her in the program activity she was participating in, it quickly became apparent that Mandy is a born leader. She is good with people, has a great sense of humor and works well independently or in a group setting.

We had been meeting with the Sherman Lake YMCA summer camp staff, talking about what programs they had to offer during the summer, when they mentioned that they had a Leadership Program. It is a two-week, intensive program, that focuses on developing leadership skills. “The program is for young leaders who are motivated to participate in a program to build on their proven leadership ability and have a strong desire to enter into great friendships and contribute to their community.” On top of that, the leaders got to be assistant counselors and work towards the possibility of being a lead counselor one day. It sounded perfect and Mandy applied.

We assisted Mandy in the application process for the program and we introduced her to the camp staff. From that point on, Mandy made her own way. She participated in the whole range of leadership-building activities including, cooking for the group, canoeing, caving and completing the high ropes courses. 
Mandy will tell you that her greatest challenge, and the activity that was also the most fun, was caving. Mandy has no use of her left arm and wears a brace on her left leg. She talks about how her peers and the leaders of the group helped her when she needed it and encouraged her the whole way. It became a great lesson for all on strengths and weaknesses. What Mandy lacked in physical ability in some areas of caving, she made up and surpassed others in skills needed in other activities. Through it all, though, no one was left behind and everyone was supported by all. If only we could all take lessons from this group of young leaders!
Mandy was challenged physically, mentally and socially, and in her words, “I wouldn’t change any of it!” She made many new friends and got her chance to see what it would be like to be a counselor and now has a new, invigorated and very much attainable goal of becoming a summer camp counselor some day!

Summary

To summarize, we would like to reiterate that this Initiative we are working on is a process. We have worked hard to follow a structured approach, which focuses, first and foremost, on the individual. If we take choice away from the person, we are defeating what we wish to accomplish, “that all individuals with disabilities are able to fully participate in their community with peers of their same age, in a fashion that they choose.”
Our job is to help make the individual’s choice a reality. We must facilitate a shift in mentality whereby the individual determines his or her own interests, chooses the community program, directs the manner of participation, and selects the location. We are not designing special programs, we are helping to include individuals in programs that are already in existence.

We must remain positive and deal with problems as they arise. It is important to do a realistic assessment of problems to be resolved, but it is just as important not to dwell on problems. In our work, for instance, we approach community agencies with the assumption that they want to include people with disabilities. We readily acknowledge any a\barriers that need to be overcome, but we teach the agency staff techniques for making accommodations and program adaptations.

Keep in mind that we want programs and activities to be sustainable for each individual. For this to happen, we need to rely on all supports that are already in place (natural supports such as families as well as organizational supports such as Community Mental Health and schools) and always be open to take advantage of others who are willing to help and become a new part of the support system. When doors are opened, things happen.

There is work that needs to be done, with organizations as well as with individuals, but persistence and dedication to the process and to individuals will help to create inclusive opportunities, enhance attitudes and make communities more open and welcoming to all.

Thank you for sharing in our experiences and good luck starting or continuing your own.













October 15, 2007
Page 5

