
How to even out the 

crew.   

When staff take a large group 

of individuals out they have to 

cope with the fact that some 

of the indiviauals walk too 

fast (Reggie) and others walk 

too slow (Sheronda).  We 

needed one to speed up and 

the other to slow down.  I 

know, have the two hold 

hands.  Problem solved.  
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Do you know Eileen Keiper?  She is an EPIC-SMVI parent.  Her son Brian attends our day program.  

Ms. Keiper knows a tile man named Ray Manyelle.  You know how it is with connections.  People 

hear someone needs help and suddenly they remember the name of the right person for the job.  

Ms. Keiper found out that we needed some tile work 

done at one of our houses.  We had the tile but we didn’t 

have the know-how.  Ms. Keiper recommended Mr. 

Manyelle.  Mr. Manyelle took his team out to our house 

and did the job pro-bono.  That’s right, pro bono!  

Further, the job was done spectacularly well.   

Clarissa Mitchell was so impressed with the job Mr. 

Mayelle did on the Plaza house that she determined that 

EPIC-SMVI should hire Mr. Manyelle to pull up the carpet 

and tile the floor of our community room at the office in 

Forestville.  Have you seen the carpet in that room?  It 

looked like we set a whole mess of tigers in there to 

sharpen their claws on the floor.  So, Mr. 

Manyelle sent in his crew, pulled up the old tiger

-beaten carpet and tiled the floor with the tile 

we had in the warehouse.   

I was a plumber for a long while.  I cared about 

how my solder joints looked even though I 

knew they would be tiled over.  It’s depressing 

when you carefully plumb in waters and tilers 

come in a slop in the mud and tile without a 

second thought.  Mr. Manyelle and his crew did 

it right.  The floor looks tremendous and we are 

eternally grateful for his professionalism.   

Now the room needs to be 

painted.  In fact, there is a 

contest going on right now to 

pick a color for the walls.  I 

hope they pick something bold 

but my feeling is they’ll go with 

something neutral.  Chime in 

on a color vote if you like.  

Call Christie Howard at 

301.516.7300 x107. 

What’s the moral of the story?  

You never know how your 

talents or how your contacts 

can serve the greater good.  

Ms. Keiper knows how this 

business works.  Follow her 

lead.  Just look at that floor.   

YOUR CONTACTS IN ACTION  

“He who opens a school door, closes a prison.” 

― Victor Hugo  



Diem sees the connection perfectly. 

 

I was introduced to Diem on June 17.  She joined me and a group 

of potential workers on a job hunt.  I have a slightly 

unconventional approach to helping disabled people get work and 

Diem did not hesitate to ask what I was doing.  “Why are you 

shaking hands with potential employers before you fill out the 

applications?”  “Are you expecting too much from that 

guy?”  “Why don’t you try more retail stores?”  “Why are you 

telling them not to talk too much on an interview?” 

 

Diem took it all in.  I don’t know whether or not she approved of 

my methods but she certainly thought deeply about what I was 

doing.  We got to sit down and talk about the connection 

between what she’s learning in school and what’s happening in the 

world around her.  She asked fabulous questions and came up 

with pragmatic solutions to a couple of huge questions.  It was 

thrilling to share ideas with Diem.  She jumps into high water and 

she thinks quickly.  We focused on putting dents into cyclic, 

generational behaviors that cripple individuals (and staff for that 

matter) into believing that personal evolution is futile.  Diem 

offered up plans of action that were achievable and 

measureable.  We planned one of her ideas on the spot and it will 

happen on June 27.  Other ideas will take longer to plan and to 

implement but rest assured, I will make sure they fly. 

One of Diem’s ideas was to give the individuals ownership of their own education, so we 
took them to Montgomery College to attend a college class. 

 

Diem taught me that the real 

world of higher learning offers us 

vets in the field new insights into 

fixing inefficient or even fractured 

systems.  I believe my time with 

Diem made me better at my 

job.  I can only imagine she had 

the same impact on every one 

with whom she spoke at EPIC 

SMVI.  I am truly grateful for the 

opportunity to work with such a 

grand, young woman. 

 

 

 

Here’s hoping we land more 

interns like Diem in the future. 

Speaking of refurbishing—check out www.epic-smvi.org.  Our old, 

stale website got a facelift in a big way thanks to the leadership of 

Clarissa Mitchell and Brad Land.  They worked out layout and 

information ideas with a fella named Toren Beasley at Seaberry 

Graphic Design and Communications.   

The new site looks marvelous and features the lovely Paula on the 

cover page.  Brad’s brother Greg came in to photograph 

individuals and administrators for the site.  The site looks fresh 

and professional and downright tight (I think the kids use the 

word “tight” to denote excellence—is that right?) 

The site will expand over time to feature blogs, schedule updates, 

and links to our facebook page.  Web sites are an important tool 

for any company.  It’s great to see EPIC-SMVI step up its 

technological footprint in such an elegant fashion.  It’s also always 

lovely to see Paula’s smiling face on the home page. 

Syreeta Knight, EPIC-SMVI’s Director of Human Resources, had 

the good sense to bring on interns from Montgomery College to 

help EPIC-SMVI in its mission.  Actually, Ms. Knight was worn 

down by an ambitious would-be intern name Diem Le. 

I got to work closely with Diem for two weeks.  After our work 

was completed, I got to write a letter to her professor describing 

our work experience.  Here’s what I wrote...   

 

Dear Professor,  

 

I was a teacher many years ago.  I taught in a Quaker prep school 

in a very wealthy neighborhood in New York.  I remember 

students and teachers alike remarking that school is not “the real 

world”.  I always thought that was a strange thing to say.  What 

could be more real than acquiring knowledge?  Part of my job was 

to get students to make the connection between what they 

learned in class and what was happening in the world around 

them.  Some of the students made these connections with ease, 

others struggled.   

OUR NEW WEB SITE  

DEAR PROFESSOR  

Here’s Diem doing the impossible: 

teaching Greg to act like a gent leman.  



ARTIST AMONG US  

A r t i s t - i n - R e s i d e n c e , 

Michelle Downing, recently 

created her own website.  

The web site offers 

viewers a gallery of her 

fine art work.  Michelle’s 

work is abstract and 

focuses on the direct 

connection between color 

and patterns.  Some of the 

work is mesmerizing.  

Michelle’s work moves in a 

glorious way and the 

co lo r s  r e f l e c t  th e 

movement in an impressive 

manner.  Please check out 

M i ch e l l e ’ s  s i t e  a t 

www.mickeyarts.com. 

Oscar Garcia and his nephew Jason are one of the beloved 

vendors who make sure our homes are safe and sound.  Oscar’s 

company is Garcia and Associates (301.257.3074) and one of the 

things they do is determine which trees pose a threat to our 

homes and either cut them back or cut 

them down.   

I spoke with Oscar this week and he said 

that he is so happy to doing work for EPIC

-SMVI because he believes in our mission 

and he is truly pleased to be part of a team 

that is doing such “noble work”.  We’re 

glad you’re with us, too, sir. 

EPIC-SMVI Executive Director Clarissa Mitchell was recently 

selected to serve as Board Member for MACS (The Maryland 

Association of Community Services) at their most recent Annual 

Meeting.   

If you don’t know them, you should take a look at MACS.  Here’s 

the introduction of MACS from their website... MACS is a private 

nonprofit organization dedicated to strengthening agencies to better 

support people with developmental disabilities and their families in their 

own communities. This is accomplished through advocacy that promotes 

the highest standards of program excellence; fosters a climate that 

develops and nurtures a quality workforce; and results in an increased 

capacity within Maryland communities to support people in inclusive 

settings. 

Congratulations to Clarissa Mitchell on this fine appointment.  

MACS does excellent work and we’re sure Clarissa will be an 

splendid asset to their efforts. 

OK people, where were you?  This Family Forum was not as 

chock full of family members as the last Forum but it was every bit 

as informative.   

Executive Director Clarissa Mitchell opened the proceedings with 

a carryover discussion from the last meeting regarding burial 

plots.  This may not be the most cheerful of discussions but it is 

very important.  We often hear stories of families being blindsided 

by the sheer cost of funerals when their loved ones pass.  These 

discussions allay those kinds of troubles and free the family to 

grieve without the burden of bill collectors.   

She reminded families to update EPIC-SMVI administrators on any 

family contact or insurance changes for their loved ones; closures 

for the upcoming fiscal year; and cost of living adjustments from 

our friends at the State.   

She also spoke about changes at our WORKS day program.  The 

idea is to get the group out of the building and more engaged in 

the community.  This is the perfect area for this kind of 

engagement because all of the museums and sites in Washington 

DC are free and we can partake without a giant bill.   

Next, Cassandra Rivers brought up recent fundraising efforts 

including the Flea Market, the Day of Fun and the December 6th 

Fundraiser at the Blue Dolphin in Crofton.   

Don Hobbs spoke about CLSA, ISS and Supportive Employment 

initiatives.  We’ve been enjoying placement success as of late and 

the supervisors of many of our most recent hires are very pleased 

with their new employees. 

We heard about our outstanding nursing program from Marcia 

Odeyemi, RN.  Atai Nyambi filled us in on the continuing overhaul 

of our Quality Assurance program.   

The highlight of the Family Forum came when our great friend 

Danielle Faunteroy spoke publicly (for the first time) and offered 

up the numbers on our budget, individual accounts, and the hard 

work of balancing personal and company spreadsheets.  I 

personally love numbers so I was happy to be there to listen as  

Danielle explained the way money works for the company and for 

families alike. 

FAMILY FORUM I I I  

STOPPING THE TREES  

MEMBER OF THE BOARD  



Opinion  

I was working with some individuals 

the other day, trying to discern their 

computer skills.  “OK, let’s start with 

typing,” I suggested.  Not one of the 

individuals could type properly.  

“OK,” I said, “Let’s see what you 

know about Microsoft Word.”  

Nobody knew anything about 

Microso ft  Word, Exce l ,  or 

Powerpoint.  They didn’t know 

about file folders,  They didn’t know 

about how to navigate around in a 

simple browser.  In the words of 

Ryan Bingham, “They could write a 

book about what they don’t know.”   

These are young people.  People 

who text themselves silly.  People 

who check their cell phones for the 

latest gossip.  Why don’t they know 

how to type or how to manage a file 

folder?   

Further, why don’t they know 

how to change oil or tires?  Why 

can’t they balance a check book 

or braid hair? 

The truth is they can do all of 

these things and more.   

I held a computer class this 

week.  I laid out fundamental 

computer functions for a group 

of five young individuals.  Here’s 

what a drive does,  Here’s how you 

organize your files.  Here’s 

Microsoft Word.  Here’s how you 

type properly. It moved slowly but 

everyone in the class got it.  

They were able to navigate 

around a disk drive.  They were 

able to name files.  They were 

able to type simple words 

without looking at their hands.  

Further, they could do again the 

next day without being coached.   

That leads me to believe that 

they can change oil or tires or 

balance a check book or braid 

hair.  In fact, I never doubted that 

they could but I am always 

shocked that they don’t learn 

these skills in high school.  They 

should.   

I believe we may be teaching 

from the disabilities rather than 

teaching from the strengths.  

We should demand greatness 

from students, teachers, 

parents and professionals.  For 

goodness’ sake, stand up and 

demand greatness.  When we 

teach from the strengths, the 

students know we expect them 

to rise up.  And they must. 

FAN LETTER FROM A PARENT TO CASSANDRA  

Dear Ms. Rivers: 

Thank you  very much for welcoming Jason and I on the SMVI trip to Brandywine Pennsylvania.  We both 

enjoyed it so much, Jason interacted very well with all the young people and enjoyed the activities they 

participated in at the park, Jason danced until it was time to go. 

Jason will be transitioning from high school in 2014, so we have been interviewing with agencies.  We 

were at the Resource Fair in April 2013 at the First Baptist  Church Glenarden, we met Ms. Hemphill and 

she was so engaging and very informative about SMVI.  I was very impressed with her friendliness and 

directness about the agency and allowing us to see it from her perspective and how it would be a good 

place for Jason after high school. 

I called SMVI and we had an interview with Ms. Hemphill and Mr. Hobbs, I must say it was very genuine, 

very detailed and friendly, but most of all very professional. I must say it was a good experience from my 

perspective since this is my first time going through this process. 

After the interview I was given a package about SMVI and in that package was the trip to Brandywine, Ms 

Hemphill encourage me to think about going with Jason,  she told me who was in charge of organizing the 

event.  Your name and number was on the flyer. 

I am very glad we joined you all for the day, it gave me a very positive look at the agency, you made sure 

during the day that I was having a good time and asked me if everything was alright. It warmed my heart 

to see how everyone looked out for each other and how each staff person took total loving and 

dedicated care and control of their young people. 

Jason was included in activities that he like and I had the opportunity to enjoy the park and its 

surroundings, thank you so much for a great day.  From the time we left until we returned I experienced 

peace and harmony among all who went on the trip and I commend you for a well put together 

event.  Again thank you for allowing us to be apart of your day. 

Sincerely,  Kanzada Douglass/Jason 

FREE THINGS TO DO 

IN DC 

There is a free concert in DC 

every night at 6pm at 

Kennedy Center’s Millennium 

Stage.  The performances are 

usually music but can be 

dance. 

Dance your way to Café 

Citron in Dupont Circle. On 

Wednesday nights, free salsa 

lessons are offered from 7:30 

to 8:30 p.m. 

Feel the beat of a local 

tradition: Head to Meridian 

Hill Park on Sundays (weather

-permitting) between 3 and 9 

p.m. to hear the famous drum 

circle 

Check out free live music at 

the National Gallery of Art on 

Sunday evenings at 6:30 p.m. 

UPCOMING EPIC-SMVI 

EVENTS 

August 8, 2013 

EPIC-SMVI Safety Day 

September 11-17 

National Direct Care Staff 

Week 

December 6, 2013 

EPIC-SMVI Annual 

Fundraiser Dinner 


