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Empowering Lives. Securing Futures.

I was asked to share some background on my beautiful daughter 
Cassie Taber and her quest for Special Olympics gold. I guess the 
best way to describe Cassie’s 
life and the effect it has had on 
mine is “amazing!”

When we were told that baby 
Cassie would have special 
needs, we worried she would 
never have all the things every 
parent dreams of for their child. 
How wrong we were. With the 

support of family, friends, the Special Olympics, and Unity House and many other organiza-
tions, Cassie has built a life she can be proud of. She has shown me what it is to be brave, 

humble, and proud, and has overcome obstacles that would make most of us quiver.

We have gone from wondering if she would ever learn to run and jump like most children, to 
cheering her on at the Special Olympics for years. Just this summer, she participated in the 
national games held in Seattle, and I got to go along. What an adventure! And now we’ve 
learned that Cassie has been selected to represent the United States at the Special Olympic 
World Games in Abu Dhabi next year! What an honor! Obviously we are all hoping she 
“brings home the gold” in her 100 and 200 meter, relay and turbo javelin competitions. 

Over the years, Cassie has competed in the Special Olympics sports of bowling, swimming, 
soccer, basketball, snowshoeing, bocce, volleyball, power-lifting and track and field. She 
has medaled in all, but her best sports seem to be snowshoeing and track and field. Par-

ticipation in the Special Olympics has been the key to unlocking the ability she carries 
deep within her. 

I owe my undying gratitude to those who have given so unselfishly of themselves 
to help her attain these achievements. I am one very proud mother!
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Support Cassie’s
Special Olympics trip

to Abu Dhabi! 

The price per athlete to attend the 
World Games in March is $6,000. 
Pamela and other supporters of 
central New York-based partici-
pants are fundraising in earnest 
now and contacting corporate 

sponsors for support. 

If you would like to help Cassie 
get to Abu Dhabi, you may make a 

donation and learn more at 
https://bit.ly/2pXcN9L

HEADED TO ABU DHABI:

Cassandra Taber and her Quest
for Olympic Gold
By Pamela M. Pesoli Nardi

Cassie and her mother Pamela
at the Seattle games



Executive Director’s
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Liz Smith
Executive Director

My entire career has been spent supporting people with 
disabilities. As a mother raising three children, I had the 
fortunate experience, back in the day, of introducing 
my kids to the importance of my work. I believe that 
through my example and from exposure to people with 
developmental disabilities with whom I work, they gained 
a greater sensitivity for this population. I’m gratified to 
see that my children, now adults, are understanding of 
the human race. My kids always stood up for the underdog at school and made friends 
with other students who perhaps weren’t “mainstream.” 

I remember when my middle child had to do a volunteer project for the National Honor 
Society, and he chose to come to Unity House’s day habilitation program to fulfill those 
hours. He got to spend a couple of days with one particular individual we served. He really 
embraced this interaction and enjoyed the experience.

Years later, when he was home visiting from college, we were driving around Auburn 
and my son saw the man he had befriended several years earlier. He also noted that this 
individual was missing his front teeth. I had to tell him the sad story of how this man was 
bullied by mean kids in his neighborhood and had been physically injured. My son wept.

Now my youngest is in law school. All she knows is me working at Unity House, and I can 
see how this has played a role in some decisions she has made. While majoring in legal 
studies as an undergrad, she interned with the Cuddy Law Firm in Auburn. Cuddy Law 
specializes in ensuring that children with disabilities have access to quality education. 
My daughter has since worked with other law firms, and she still leans towards helping 
people with disabilities because that’s what she knows. She is considering lobbying as a 
career.

We have certainly come a long way in the 30 years I’ve been in this industry. Our 
communities are slowly evolving to be more accepting, and New York State is supporting 
that through the Olmstead Act, which advocates for greater community integration. The 
more we can expose our younger citizens to the needs of our most vulnerable population, 
the more inclusive our society will become.
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UNITY HOUSE CALLING!
If your phone rings the evening of Thursday, December 6, 
please answer it! It may be a Unity House employee or 
board member calling for the year-end phonathon. Every 
donation gets us closer to our $60,000 annual fund goal. 
Please help us reach our target by December 31!
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A Little Piece of 
NOSTALGIA 

Buy a Locker!
Did you or someone you know go to school at West Middle or West 
High? Have fond memories of your time there? Then we have a little 
piece of nostalgia for you! Buy a locker like Gino Alberici and have 
your name held in perpetuity in the former school building! 

For just $100, you can purchase a personalized plaque to go on the 
locker of your choice. Your plaque can be mounted on any locker you 
choose; a range of numbers still exist in the facility. You may select up 
to four lines of text, and all proceeds benefit Unity House people and 
programs. 

Email development@unityhouse.com or call 315-253-6227 ext. 313 
for details and to order. What a great way to support Unity House and 
be remembered forever in your alma mater!

Maxine Alberici bought her husband Gino a plaque as a 
surprise birthday gift. Gino attended West High, was an 
All-American football player, and taught for 34 years at 
the Port Byron Central Schools. He also coached football 
at Port Byron for 32 years. In fact, the new turf field there 
was just dedicated to him over Labor Day weekend, a 
tremendous honor. 

Max and Gino show off Gino’s locker #699 with 
granddaughter Jamie and friend Dienston.

IMPROVEMENTS EVERYWHERE
Unity House continually maintains and upgrades the 16 properties it owns in three counties. Some 
of the renovations that are underway or were completed this summer include:

CATHERWOOD ROAD: Our Ithaca headquarters and day habilitation center got a much-needed 
up-do with new carpet and paint. Thanks to a grant from the Triad Foundation, we will soon 
install custom cabinets to create new storage and closet space. A new wider front door for greater 
accessibility will also be mounted along with a secure entry key pad.

WRIGHT AVENUE: Our former Auburn headquarters also received new paint and carpeting, and 
a number of different staff have now moved into the space opened up following our administrative 
transition to West Middle School Apartments. 

MARKET STREET: The home of our Auburn day hab site, Market Street received $183,000 from 
a Non Profit Infrastructure Capital Investment Program (DASNY / NICIP) grant for some long-
overdue structural work. The exterior brick has been repointed, new interior and exterior lighting 
is installed, maintenance has completed an overhaul of the HVAC system and sprayed new energy-
saving foam insulation throughout, and the elevator has been modernized.

WEST MIDDLE SCHOOL APARTMENTS: New permanent signage has been mounted, and landscaping will be completed before the 
ground freezes.

NORTH STREET ROAD: This house in Auburn increased its occupancy with the addition of an extra bedroom upstairs under a new 
dormer. The IRA can now house four men with disabilities.

Looking to the future, plans are in the works to paint and carpet at Market Street as well as expand office space and fix the main 
staircase. We will also replace the three fire escapes at Beam Hill Apartments in Dryden.

Catherwood Road

North Street Road

.................................................



Lessons
     LEARNED

A Unity House colleague of mine and I were recently brainstorming ways in which I could 
assist her in training staff members to properly and safely respond to program partici-
pants having a mental health crisis. As the director of the agency’s PROS (Personalized 
Recovery Oriented Services) psychiatric rehabilitation program, I remembered hearing 
about Mental Health First Aid training, an evidence-based practice that has been pro-
moted by both SAMHSA (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Association) and 

the NYS Office of Mental Health as a “best practice.” 

After reaching out to the National Center for Behavioral Health and securing a spot at a 
“train the trainer” event in September, I eagerly attended this three day training. I knew there 

would be some challenges around learning this intervention myself, as well as learning how to 
teach these techniques to others, but what I really found interesting was quite unexpected. 

One of the things that Mental Health First Aid training focuses on is the stigma related to mental health issues. This 
was no surprise to me. What was a surprise is how deeply ingrained negative terms and phrases about mental illness are in our every day con-
versations. Most of us have used terms like “wacko” or “nut job” or asked someone who is acting a bit unusual if they have “lost your mind?” 
How often do we simply say something or someone is “driving me crazy!”? Much to my chagrin, even I do it, as you will see.

Over lunch during my Mental Health First Aid training, I was sharing a story about another class I had attended. At this training, the facilitator 
had verbally badgered an attendee until she cried, and I blurted out that this trainer was “acting like a lunatic!” Let’s just say, that was a moment 
I wanted to crawl under that lunch table and cry from embarrassment. 

Since that horrifying experience, I have been desperately trying to stop using negative terms about mental illness in casual conversations. This 
experience really hit a nerve with me, and not just because I made a fool out of myself. I love what I do, and I love the participants who attend 
my program. I always, always try to treat them with as much respect and dignity as possible, knowing they are often dismissed, insulted and 
victimized by others because of their mental health issues. 

If this type of casual use of negative terms related to mental illness perpetuates the stigma against the people I care about, then I’m making an 
all-out effort to stop it. I can only hope that sharing my story like this helps motivate others to make that effort too.  
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WELCOME NEW BOARD MEMBER
Patricia “Patti” Festa  joins leadership team
Patricia “Patti” Festa, district treasurer for Auburn Enlarged City Schools, recently joined the Unity House 
board of directors. She began her new duties in September.

“I am so excited about Patti coming onto the board,” said Executive Director Liz Smith. “Her personality and 
skill set will be a good fit with the organization and what we do. Her values and style will mesh with cur-
rent board members as well. Most importantly, she brings a financial perspective that will be critical as we 
navigate further into Medicaid managed care.”

Patti Festa was born and raised in Auburn, NY. She has been the district treasurer at the Auburn Enlarged City 
School District since 1997. Patti received her A.A.S. degree in accounting from Cayuga Community College, and a B.S. in business, management 
and economics from SUNY Empire State. She also holds NYS Association of School Business Officials District Treasurer certification. 

“I am honored to become part of the Unity House board,” said Patti. “I know what an integral part of the community they are, and have family 
and friends who receive their wonderful services. I hope that my financial background will allow me to understand all the complexities of run-
ning this amazing organization.”

In addition to her career at the Auburn Schools, Patti is a former president of the Seward Elementary and West Middle School PTOs. She is also 
a member of the Auburn High Football Boosters and is the treasurer for the Harriet Tubman Boosters.

By Jean Winne
Director of PROs



I started working full time as the psychologist at Unity House in 
2014. The agency was opening some new residential programs for 
individuals with complicated needs, and I was able to assist with 
the development of these new programs. Once they were up and 
running, I provided specialized treatment for the individuals in these 
homes. Although I do not work in schools, my training as a school psy-
chologist is perfectly suited for my current job. Counseling, consultation, 
training, writing behavior plans, and conducting assessments are my primary responsibilities. 

I earned my doctorate at Alfred University in Psychology in 2005. I am also a licensed psychologist 
and nationally certified school psychologist. Prior to my position at Unity House, I was an associate 
professor at Alfred. My areas of research interest included violence prevention, crisis intervention 
and prevention, program evaluation, self-injurious behavior, and consultation. 

Part of my job then included a consultation day once a week. During this time, I started working as 
a consultant with Unity House, writing behavioral plans, presenting staff trainings, and conducting 
assessments. Soon I was enjoying my consultation day more than my regular job! Two years later, 

I jumped at the chance to work for Unity House full time when the opportunity arose. 

I love my job. I have supportive supervisors and administrators, and trusting program managers and Direct Support Professionals who 
are willing to give my recommendations a try. My goal is to help the individuals that we support live happier and more authentic lives. It 
has been especially rewarding getting to know each individual on a more personal level and having the opportunity to see their growth 
and progress first hand. 
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STAFF SPOTLIGHT:  Hannah Young, Psychologist

Unity House’s East Street IRA in Skaneateles is the grateful recipient of 
beautiful new living room furniture, compliments of Dave and Jill Miller. The 
Miller’s daughter Michelle has lived at East Street since it opened in 2010, 
and Jill says it was just time for some new furniture after 8 years.

Jill and Program Manager Sharon Pratt picked out the new pieces from two 
large stores in Syracuse. Final selections include a heavy duty nine-piece 
leather sectional sofa, three end tables, wall hangings, and two new lamps. 
The Millers also donated a solid wood rocking chair, which is an old family 
heirloom.

“We are so proud of Michelle,” said Jill. “She loves living here and she’s 
just so happy. Dave and I think it’s important to have nice furnishings so 
she and her housemates can be proud to call this home. We specifically 
chose the leather sectional because it’s so durable, will be easy to clean, 
and it can be broken up into different sitting arrangements.”

The Millers have also donated other indoor and outdoor furniture to the house over the years. 

“We are so fortunate to have such generous parents at East,” said Sharon. “The Millers not only give of their time, they also are able to assist 
financially. The new furniture looks very nice. All of the ladies love the new look. The residents do like to entertain a lot because they feel proud 
of their home. It makes me happy to see that they live in such a nice environment and that the agency I work for is able to assist them to live 
in such a lovely home.”

EAST STREET IRA GETS NEW FURNITURE
What makes a house a home? 
The people who live there and the furnishings within!

Jill and Michelle Miller are proud to show off the
new furniture at East Street.
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Unity House’s 2016-2018 Strategic Plan identifies “Strengthen 
stakeholder relationships and enhance the community’s 
understanding of Unity House’s mission and impact” as one 
of its three priority areas. It was determined that roundtable 
discussions in both Cayuga and Tompkins Counties would 
help measure community awareness of the agency. The forums 
were based on a national model shared by the local YMCA. The 
purpose was to learn more about what community leaders know 
about Unity House, educate them as to what we actually do, and 
have discussion about the greater needs in our community and 
how Unity House may be able to help meet them.

On July 31, the Cayuga County forum was held at the PERC at 
the Case Mansion in Auburn. About 50 community and business 
leaders attended, representing the City of Auburn, Cayuga 
County, first responders, the local court system, friends, donors 
and family of Unity House, and other human service agencies. 
A second forum was held in Ithaca on October 2 with 40 
individuals from a similar demographic. The sessions provided 
extraordinary insight into our communities’ understanding of the 
agency and the services we provide. 

To begin and end each session, attendees were asked to text a 
response to the question: “What one word comes to mind when 
you think of Unity House.” The resulting word clouds allowed 
us to gauge knowledge of Unity House at the start of the 
conversation, and then compare it to what participants thought 
at the end of the session. To the right are the interesting word 
clouds generated.

Unity House will now utilize the results from these community 
discussions to help formulate its next three-year strategic plan. 

Many thanks to those who took time to attend and participate 
in these, as two attendees put it, “eye-opening” and “mind-
blowing” conversations. 

AUBURN WORD CLOUD 1

AUBURN WORD CLOUD  2

ITHACA WORD CLOUD 1

ITHACA WORD CLOUD 2
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Participants at the Ithaca Leaders Forum discuss 
community-based questions at the roundtable session

Just in time for your holiday shopping! Unity House and The Printery
have come together to offer a sale on cozy sweatshirt blankets.
The 50” x 60” fleece comes in 12 colors and is only $20. Depending
on which blanket color you choose, the Unity House logo will be
screen-printed across one corner in either gold or white.

To order, contact The Printery directly or Rochelle Hubbs at 
Unity House before Giving Tuesday (November 27):

The Printery Rochelle Hubbs
theprintery@verizon.net rhubbs@unityhouse.com 
315-253-7403 315-253-6227

Unity House will receive $5
from each sale, and the income
from all blankets sold between

now and November 27 will
count towards our Giving Tuesday
total. Order yours today in time

for Christmas!

Unity House BLANKET SALE

Strategic Planning:

LEADERS   FORUMS
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Ashley Short, formerly Grace House program manager, has been 
promoted to Grace House director. She began her new duties in July.

“It is always nice to be able to promote from within, and we are 
delighted to welcome Ashley in this new leadership role,” said 
Executive Director Liz Smith. “Ashley has great energy and a lot 
of experience with outpatient clinics, which gives her treatment 
perspective that will lend itself well to her new position at Grace 
House.”

In this new position, Ashley provides clinical and administrative 
supervision, guidance, direction and counsel to the community 
residence and supported living facility program staff. She fosters 
and maintains an environment that promotes the health and safety 
of persons in recovery while recognizing that each individual has 
potential for lifelong learning and growth. 

Ashley holds a B.S. in Community and Human Services from SUNY-
Empire State College, where she focused on Substance Abuse 
Counseling, earning an academic standing of summa cum laude, 
and recently completed her CASAC II (Certified Alcohol & Substance 
Abuse Counselor) credential. She serves as a member of the Cayuga 
County Alcohol & Substance Abuse Subcommittee. Ashley has 
helped to organize Unity House’s annual Timothy Durant Recovery 
Walk every May since her 2014 hire at the agency.

“This is a time for progressive change, and this is my area of 
expertise and passion,” said Ashley. “Our country and community 
have been gripped by this opioid epidemic for about six years now. 
It’s a real challenge, but lives can improve with the right treatment. I 
am very excited to lead Grace House into its next chapter and build a 
competent staff to effectively address this need and help individuals 
admitting in substance abuse facilities today.”

In addition to her work and community service, Ashley is a graduate 
of the Cayuga County Chamber of Commerce’s Leadership Cayuga 
class of 2018.

Ashley replaces Allie MacPherson, who left Unity House to accept 
a position with the NYS Office of Alcoholism and Substance Abuse 
Services (OASAS).

PROMOTION
   from Within

A Global Giving Movement
November 27, 2018

Celebrate Giving Tuesday with Unity House! 
Following Thanksgiving, Black Friday, and 

Cyber Monday, it’s time to give back on 
November 27.

Giving Tuesday is a global day of giving 
fueled by social media and collaboration. 

Please consider making a gift to Unity House 
on Giving Tuesday. It’s a 24-hour donation 

window that’s about more than money. 
It’s about joining with others nationwide 

on Giving Tuesday to impact the charitable 
organizations that mean the most to you.

www.unityhouse.com/GivingTuesday

SEEKING BOARD MEMBERS
Unity House is seeking dedicated individuals who have 
the time and energy to devote to leading the organization. 
Those with development/fundraising or legal experience, and 
representatives from Tompkins County, are especially welcome 
to apply. 

Please go to www.unityhouse.com/joinourteam.html to learn 
more, then contact Executive Director Liz Smith (lsmith@
unityhouse.com or 315-253-6227 ext 320) to express your 
interest. An in-person interview will follow to discuss how Unity 
House’s needs best fit with your interests and expertise.

.......................
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C H A L L E N G E
September always heralds the much-anticipated 

Unity House Challenge. This year, 14 staff teams 

of four competed in a number of creative 

outdoor obstacles, followed by a pasta salad 

competition. Because many employees must 

work on Challenge Day, the agency introduced a 

kite-making contest. Each department was urged 

to submit a kite decorated to capture their vision 

of Unity House. Congratulations to the nursing 

department for their award-winning kite, and to 

team Leftovers Are The Best, who won overall 

best score in the outdoor competition. See more 

pictures on our Facebook page: 

www.facebook.com/unityhouseofcc/ 


