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National Direct Support Professionals Week is observed every September. Designated 
as such by the U.S. Senate many years ago, DSP Week gives Unity House and similar 
agencies across the country the chance to pause and recognize the dedication and 
hard work of our DSPs. Unity House understands how critical employee recognition 
is to the recruitment and retention of qualified staff, so much so that we’ve extended 

DPS Week to the whole month of September! This gives 
us ample time to appreciate not only our direct support 
professionals, but also those who have hit a milestone 
work anniversary. 

The agency presents its DSPs with a special gift every 
year to thank them for their efforts. This September, 
each received an embroidered black windbreaker with 
the Unity House logo.

Throughout the month, Executive 
Director Liz Smith and COO Darlene 
Podolak attended every staff team 
meeting in multiple counties, arriving 
with baked goods or other snacks and 
loads of appreciation. “We wanted to 
demonstrate face to face how much 
we appreciate the long hours and extra 
effort our staff have been putting in to 
ensure our clients are well supported, 
especially in the face of numerous job 
vacancies,” said Darlene.

Longevity ceremonies were also held in Auburn and Ithaca. 
More than 60 employees received an award based on how 
long they have been with Unity House, from three years to an 
impressive 25 years of service.

When asked why it is important to express appreciation of 
our employees, Liz said: “We have a number of job openings, 
and we must attract qualified applicants and keep the good 
employees we have. That is why it is more important than ever 

to recognize our committed staff. Unity House’s core values are honesty, respect, and 
integrity. It is not easy to find people who demonstrate those values consistently, so 
when they do, it is so important to recognize those efforts.”

“We all need to be recognized. 
It’s not a matter of pride, selfishness, 
or immaturity… [Recognition] gives 
us confidence and helps us to grow. 
If we are recognized and respected, 
our self-esteem blossoms. It is also 
essential to know how to offer 
recognition to others: ‘I value you as a 
person, I appreciate you and believe in 
you. I know what you are capable of 
and I respect you for that.’ “ 
                                          ~ exploringyourmind.com



One of the biggest challenges facing Unity House this year has 
been filling open job positions. Agencies across New York State 
are struggling to find qualified applicants to fill these vacan-
cies. We find this to be true at all levels, from direct support pro-
fessionals (DSPs) to support staff to middle management, and 
it’s not just human services but all industries across the country.

It is wonderful that our nation’s unemployment rate of about 
3.6% is the lowest it’s been in more than 40 years. This ensures 
that people are working and boosts our economy. The flip side 
of this reality, however, is that there are now more jobs avail-
able than there are people to fill them. For a while, this didn’t impact Unity House too adversely, 
but the past 18 months have been challenging. The agency has been unsuccessful in filling a 
large number of positions, which in turn has resulted in significantly increased overtime costs, 
occasional breaks in continuity in services for some individuals, and burned out employees.

The lack of adequate state funding fuels this struggle. Our DSPs are barely making a living 
wage and many need to take a second job to make ends meet. It is a real dilemma, and I do not 
know where the money will come from to pay them what they are worth.

As we work through this difficult time, I must commend management and our DSPs for their 
dedication and willingness to put in overtime hours and take on additional responsibilities so 
that our service recipients continue to get the best possible care. Our employees understand 
that their efforts ensure the continued safety of the individuals entrusted to our care, and they 
do it without complaining.

I admit there are times when this situation keeps me up at night. Fortunately, our administra-
tive team is coming up with creative strategies to address this ongoing concern, ensuring 
we are able to maintain the quality of our services with fewer staff. We recently celebrated 
National Direct Support Professionals Week (September 8 – 14) and recognized the hard work 
and long hours our employees are putting in. As always, and especially in this crunch time, I am 
forever grateful for their commitment to Unity House and the individuals we assist. 

Executive Director’s
P E R S P E C T I V E
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We’re LinkedIn
The agency is now on LinkedIn. Find us online!

http://bit.ly/1jS8xDh

Liz Smith
Executive Director
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IMMEDIATE JOB OPENINGS
Unity House is always looking for caring individuals who are interested in working with 
those with mental illnesses, developmental disabilities, and/or chemical dependencies. 

We partner with these individuals to develop their personal skills and potential, 
enabling them to live fuller and more independent lives.

Amie Jablonski, CRS/ORS Practitioner, has been with Unity House for over seven years: 
“It’s a win, win situation. I enjoy working with all types of people. Helping others

is very gratifying for me. I look forward to new challenges and thinking out of the box. 
As I help our recipients with daily challenges, it helps me develop gratitude

and meaning in my own life.”

Apply now!  www.unityhouse.com/joinourteam.html or call (315) 253-6227 x 346
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Welcome New Board Member 
 DAVID C. WILDER

“David is engaged in this community and brings new insights to the board, especially in terms of fund-
raising and development,” said Executive Director Liz Smith. “He brings fresh eyes to our processes, and 
his experience on other boards will be in sync with ours. His expertise is welcome as we continue to make 
progress on our strategic plan.”

David Wilder is the current president of Illinois-based St. Thérèse of Lisieux Foundation, a non-profit that 
fosters national programs to create and enhance what Pope John Paul II called a “culture of life” and a 
“civilization of love.” Wilder is the former managing director of Lumen Institute Inc. in New York City, an 
international organization providing highly personalized formation in character, faith and leadership for 
hundreds of Fortune 500 C-Level business executives and cultural leaders. 

Wilder is a graduate of Syracuse University’s Maxwell School of Citizenship with degrees in political science and business administra-
tion. He has also worked in sales and sales management within the transportation industry, and is a sought-after operations and devel-
opment consultant for non-profits. Wilder has been a past Board of Education member (Andover Regional,NJ) and currently sits on the 
board of Champions for Life Inc. in Auburn.

“It’s been said that service to others is the rent you pay for your room here on Earth. Well, I am, in essence, paying rent to an area that 
really needs these services,” said David. “I am honored to serve on the Unity House board that ensures a stronger and more vibrant 
CNY community for all.”

David C. Wilder, president of the St. Thérèse of Lisieux Foundation, has joined 
the Unity House board of directors. He began his new duties in August.

    

A Global Giving Movement
December 3, 2019
We’ll eat our fill on Thanksgiving, shop 
until we drop on Black Friday, and buy 
holiday gifts online on Cyber Monday. 
Then it’s time to support our favorite 
charitable organizations on 
Giving Tuesday, December 3!

The mission of Giving Tuesday is to 
build a more just and generous world. 
Won’t you consider making a gift to 
Unity House on Giving Tuesday? 
Join with 3 million others from 150 countries 
to make a giant impact on the non-profits 
that mean the most to you. Your generosity matters!

www.unityhouse.com/GivingTuesday
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RESPECT – KINDNESS – PERSON FIRST
After I graduated college, my primary goal was getting a job to pay back student loans. I 
began working with a group of amazing people with disabilities 16 years ago at an inde-
pendent living center. 

The first thing I learned was that being disabled is incredibly discouraging at times and 
can lead to self-doubt and a lack of self-confidence. I learned it was up to us – the service 

providers – to motivate and encourage individuals we serve to achieve their goals. I realized 
we had to be their personal cheerleaders. 

Most of our service recipients did not have the best experience growing up; many were teased and 
bullied. I have found that the key is to be kind and happy in our interactions with them. Attitude is every-

thing and somehow the folks I worked with always had an abundance of positive attitude. At every encounter, I 
was met with a smile that lit up a room. I realized that my job didn’t feel like a job; I was getting something out of it too and it felt good. 

When I look at the world through their eyes, I see that everyone has something to offer. These individuals tend to see people without judgement; 
they see their worth, ability and value. They are always ready to high five, fist bump and cheer others on. 

I have grown so much being a part of their lives. They have made me happier and less self-conscious. Watching them be fearless helped me to 
not be afraid of failing. They inspire me to be the kind of person that gets on the dance floor first, dances like no one is watching, and stops in a 
race to help someone up and cross the finish line together. This is who we all should strive to be. 

By Lee Sullivan, Day Services Director

Lessons   LEARNED

Unity House is pleased to report that the 6th annual Art Flaire 
event was our most successful to date. This year we had the 
perfect location on Exchange Street Mall. Being situated between 
the new Equal Rights Heritage Center and the car show on 
Genesee Street brought a record number of attendees to our 
booths. 

Art Flaire raised $3,550 
for Unity House people 
and programs. Thank 
you to the artists and 
shoppers who made 
this possible. Special 
kudos to our sponsors: 
Auburn High School 
Student Government, 

Chemung Canal Trust Company, The Citizen, Eastern Managed 
Print Network, Empower Federal Credit Union, Lynch’s Furniture 
Company, and Tompkins Trust Company.

The 7th annual Art Flaire will take place on
Saturday, August 8, 2020. Save the date!

New PROS Hours of Operations
In response to client needs, our Personalized 
Recovery Oriented Services (PROS) program 
has changed its hours of operation. As of Sep-
tember 1, PROS now operates Monday through 
Thursday from 8:00 am – 6:00 pm. PROS is 
located at: 

146 North Street
Auburn, New York 13021 

 Learn more at 
www.unityhouse.com/mental-health-services.html



CHELCIE STONE
Auburn Day Hab Team 
Leader/Community 
Integration Specialist
by Program Director
Lee Sullivan

Chelcie Stone joined Unity 
House in 2018. Recently she 
has been working with a 

gentleman at day hab who has lacked motivation to engage in pro-
gramming; I will call him G. Chelcie started reading to one of G’s peers 
during a group session at Seymour Library in Auburn. While Chelcie 
was reading to the peer G was paired up with, she noticed that G was 
paying close attention. Chelcie offered G the opportunity to read to 
his peer, which he thoroughly enjoyed. It wasn’t long after that when 
he began asking about more trips to the library and wanting to read 
aloud more often. This individual is now fully engaged and has just 
finished reading a whole book to her. The smile on Chelcie’s face is 
evidence of her pride in having remained committed to including and 
engaging this individual.

MEG WALLENBECK
Assistant Program Manager
by Assistant Program Director
Judi Magee

Meg has been with Unity House since 
March of 1997. She worked different 
positions in the mental health residential 
program and became the assistant 
manager in May 2016. Applying for the 
assistant manager promotion was a big 
step for Meg. She went outside of her 
comfort zone and not only applied for but 
accepted the position. 

There have been a lot of changes through the years working in MH 
residential. Meg has been quick to adapt and has shown flexibility 
in what can be a very busy and demanding work environment. She 
has demonstrated dedication to Unity House by taking phone calls on 
weekends or nights when she is not on call, coming in on weekends 
when there is a problem, and has stayed overnight in a hotel on days 
when the weather was bad so she could make it to work the next day. 
She has a great sense of humor which makes working with her fun.

The MH residential program is lucky to have Meg for a manager. Meg 
deserves recognition for her 22 years of hard work and dedication to 
Unity House. 
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ITHACA
AWARENESS PICNIC

On August 30 individuals and staff hosted a cookout at Stewart 
Park in Ithaca. Program recipients served hot dogs, hamburgers, and 
smiles as people from the community came to learn more about the 
work Unity House does while enjoying their lunch. Thank you to our 
sponsors: Tompkins Trust Company and State Farm.

S T A F F  S P O T L I G H T S

Hello! Unity House calling!  
Unity House employees and 

board members will be calling 

our friends and past donors on 

Thursday, December 5 during our 

year-end phonathon. We hope to 

speak with you! Every donation 

helps the people we serve, and 

will help us reach our annual fund 

goal of $60,000 by December 31!

PHONATHON 2019
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Sisters Take
IRELAND

Mary K Poz worked for Unity House for almost 20 years. She is a tremendous 
advocate for Unity House and her sister Jen is a service recipient. Mary K recently 
moved to Ireland to pursue new opportunities and invited Jen to come visit. This is 
the letter Mary K shared with us about their trip: 

“Jen’s trip started on a sour note as her luggage was lost, but it gave us 
a perfect excuse to check out the local mall for clothes shopping. Jen and 
I visited Downpatrick Cathedral and saw the gravesite of St. Patrick. We 
traveled to New Castle for some fun in the sun. Then we traveled up the 
Antrim Coast to Port Rush where they recently held the British Golf Open. 
Then Jen and I visited the Dark Hedges [pictured]. And finally, we made a 
trip to Hillsborough to see the Hillsborough 
Castle, where the Royal Family stays when 
they are in Northern Ireland. We had a great 
time. I’d like to give a big thank you to 
Doreen Wagner and Pattie Park [managers 
at Dryden Apartments] for all their help to 
make this trip happen.”

New Social Media
Unity House is increasing its social media presence to broaden our reach. Please support Unity House by following us on 
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn

www.facebook.com/unityhouseofcc/

www.twitter.com/HouseCayuga

www.instagram.com/unityhouseofcc/

www.linkedin.com/company/unity-house-of-cayuga-county-inc

As we first reported in the spring 2018 issue of Spirit, Ithaca Without Walls (WOW) service 
recipient Don has been teaching American Sign Language (ASL) at WOW for two years. 
When he first started, about 5-6 people attended. But now, due to significant growth, he 
has had to split his class into two groups in order to welcome more participants. Students 
include Unity House staff and clients, college students, and other community members. 

Don holds his sessions at the Jenkins Center for Hope and Recovery on Geneva Street 
in downtown Ithaca. He collaborates with his pupils by making them flashcards each 
week so they can practice at home. Then Don takes his classes out into the community 
to practice their signing skills. They usually visit a store where a woman with hearing 
impairment works; she enjoys helping the students learn practical skills. 

Don takes teaching ASL very seriously, and has great pride when his students can take what they 
have learned and communicate with community members that are deaf.

Signing Skills
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WHAT’S YOURLegacy?
What will you be known for when you leave this world? 
Those who leave behind thoughtful legacies will live on 
in the hearts of people they touch.

Unity House has been committed to caring for adults 
with disabilities for over 40 years. By leaving a legacy 
gift to Unity House, you help ensure that we can keep 
making life better for these individuals for the next four 
decades.

Please speak with your attorney or financial advisor, and 
learn more at www.unityhouse.com/plannedgiving.html. 

“That is your legacy on this Earth when you leave 
this Earth: how many hearts you touched.” 
          PATTI DAVIS

A NEW VIEW
Enjoying this newsletter? 

We have a new contributing writer!

Welcome to Marketing and Development 
Project Coordinator Alexis Liberatore. Alexis 
completed her bachelor’s degree at Ithaca 
College’s Park School of Communications, 
and joined the Unity House staff in August. 
She brings a background in writing, design 
and social media, and will be responsible for 
future issues of the Spirit Newsletter.

Unity House is committed to using best practices in all areas of its purview. When 
the National Council for Behavioral Health made mental health first aid training 
available in central New York, we applied for a grant to send PROS Director 
Jean Winne to the intensive train-the-trainer workshop. This training focuses 
on educating practitioners how to assist those experiencing a mental health 
crisis. What separates this workshop from other curricula is the opportunity to 
practice intervention strategies.

In July, Jean taught her first mental health first aid class in Auburn. It was 
open to Unity House employees and members of the community. Nineteen 
participants learned a five-step action plan that includes: assessing for risk of 
suicide or harm, listening nonjudgmentally, giving reassurance and information, 
encouraging appropriate professional help, and encouraging self-help and 
other support strategies. Attendees were also introduced to the risk factors and 
warning signs of mental health and substance abuse problems. 

Trainees engaged in experiential activities that build an understanding of the 
impact of mental illness on individuals and their families and aids in their 
recovery. More trainings will be offered in the future.

MENTAL HEALTH 
FIRST AID TRAINING
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Research shows that you can reduce your chances of cancer, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and back pain, all by reducing the 
time you spend sitting. In an ongoing effort to encourage Unity House staff to improve their overall health and work-life balance, and to 
increase job satisfaction, our Move in Unity program has introduced several initiatives to get people moving on a healthy path:

• The annual Unity House Challenge on September 27 was a blast! This year there was a dip and chip contest, a cookie bake off, a 
 creative hashtag writing challenge, a balloon toss, 4-way volleyball and even a mechanical shark, among other innovative games
 and challenges. Congratulations to the overall winning team: Without Walls, Without Limits.

• The West Middle School offices started a salad club on Fridays to help encourage healthy eating
 and smart spending. Headquarters will also be creating an exercise room.

• Several seminars and workshops have been offered to help educate employees on how to improve   
 different aspects of their wellness. Some highlights this year include: “Food Addiction – It’s real,” 
 “Free for Good - Quit Smoking Today,” “Budgeting for the Holidays,” “Sugar Blues: Preventing and   
 Reversing Type II Diabetes,” and “Investment Basics.” 

• Unity House offers employees free biometric testing every year to help track their health. 
 If 75% of each department completes biometric testing and an online health risk assessment, that   
 department is rewarded with a free wellness day off. 

• Nelson Road IRA has conducted a weight loss challenge for the past couple of years. Altogether,
 staff participants have lost a total of over 300 pounds!


