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We asked EPIC CEO, Clarissa Mitchell, a few questions about what was top of mind for her as the Fiscal Year 
(FY2018) draws to a close. Here is what she said... 

Q: What is keeping you awake at night?  

A: Projected funding changes. For example, new criteria will be used to determine funding for participants who receive Communi-

ty Living or Group Home services in Maryland. Current use of funds will change for those supported in a group home model. I am 

very concerned about how these and other projected funding changes will affect some of our programs and the programs of sister 

agencies across Maryland. 

 

Q: What does this mean?  

A: Basically, it means that the way our programs were funded in the past will be completely different going forward. No one is 

expected to lose services. However, it is possible that the service amounts could change. In fact, some of the people EPIC supports 

may even have access to more services because we will be tapping into other county and state based resources. However, there 

may need to be staffing changes due to budget reallocations and the idea of laying people off is always stressful to me.  

 

Q: EPIC has such a family oriented culture, what are you doing to mitigate the risk of staff cuts?  

A: Well, going mobile will have a significant advantage for our bottom line. It will reduce our operational costs while increasing the 

efficiency of our programs. Being 100 percent in the community is the direction that both state and federal funding plans are tak-

ing and we are at the forefront of this movement. I am also asking our staff to think outside of the box in how they do their jobs as 

I believe that this type of innovative thinking, from our frontline staff, will generate ideas that I may not think of myself. 

 

Q: Sounds like you are empowering your staff as they empower the people EPIC supports, why is that important? 

A: Our leadership team jointly has more than 150 years of experience supporting people with developmental disabilities and 85% 

of this group served a total of 43 years as direct support staff at some point in their career. They have first-hand knowledge of the 

supports needed for people to live diverse and quality lives and are best suited to strategically plan and implement new service 

innovations.  This vast staff resource will be utilized to empower EPIC’s direct support team to employ best practices that we have 

each learned throughout our careers. These best practices focused on person centered services and simply using the adage of 

“treating people the way we would want to be treated.” EPIC has always believed that having a disability does not lessen a per-

son’s ability to mainstream with people that don’t have disabilities. As a team, we teach and do hands on modeling of how to 

effectively provide support to someone who needs assistance with specific parts of their lives.  We aim to build on areas that a 

person needs help with while encouraging the strengths that they already have. This process helps to maintain our mission of em-

powering people with developmental disabilities to maximize their independence.   

Six Minutes With EPIC CEO 
Clarissa Mitchell 
By Nadine Bartholomew, MBA 

Nadine Bartholomew, MBA, is the Marketing Director for EPIC. Nadine has over 18 years of experi-

ence leading community outreach, cause marketing, and corporate communication efforts at both 

non-profit and for-profit organizations in the Baltimore-Washington metropolitan area. 
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Spirituality is an integral part of the lives of many Americans and this is also true for many of the people that EPIC sup-

ports within our Residential Program. The word spirituality is sometimes used as a synonym for the word religion; howev-

er, these two constructs are conceptually different. According to Carter, E.W., in his 2013 article for the eJournal Inclusion 

entitled Supporting Inclusion and Flourishing in the Religious and Spiritual Lives of People with Intellectual and Develop-

mental Disabilities, “Spirituality is an important part of the human experience that may be expressed through religious 

practice and through expression of personal meaning and values.”  

 

The Residential team at EPIC understands that helping the people we support to engage in spiritual activities of their own 

choosing, generates results above and beyond the outcomes delineated in their Individual Plans. We believe that provid-

ing the needed supports to facilitate spiritual fulfillment through various religious activities will help the people we sup-

port to maintain their self-identity and social roles as it relates their personal values.  

 

Carter’s 2013 study demonstrated that spirituality and religion are just as important to people with disabilities as they are 

to people without disabilities. This study also found that religion and spirituality are positively associated with well-being 

and the quality of life. Therefore, it is prudent for EPIC’s Residential team to determine the importance of religion and 

spirituality to each person supported without imposing our own religious beliefs and spiritual values on them.  

 

The Direct Support staff at EPIC will continue to meet the people that we support on the continuum of their spiritual and 

religious choices. We respect and acknowledge that some of the people we support value attending church services and 

singing spiritual hymns, while others do not want to engage in any spiritual or religious activities at all. As an organization 

EPIC strives to identify programmatic services that are congruent with the needs of each individual we support. We con-

tinually ensure that their participation in spiritual activities is based on their personal and cultural choices, preferences, 

and desires.  

Gloria Odongo, M.S., Director of Residential Supports Services, joined the agency in December 2017, 

and has worked in the field of Human Services for over 10 years. Gloria has a background in Behavioral 

Health Counseling, and Administration of Human Services, and is currently pursuing a 2nd Masters in 

Professional Counseling.  

 Spirituality in the IDD Community 

 By Gloria Odongo, M.S. 
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Valdes J. Snipes-Bennett, PhD, PhD, MPA, MDiv., Director of Group Support Services, began her work at EPIC in 

December 2017. Valdes has earned a bachelor's degree in Gerontology, Master degrees in Public Administration 

and Divinity (MPA, MDiv) and a PhD in Organizational Management specializing in Leadership.   

Each day when we awake, most of us want to have a meaningful 

day and we define meaningful days in a variety of different ways. I 

believe meaningful days are those filled with purpose and having 

meaningful days lead to a meaningful life.  In his 2016 blog for the 

Huffington Post entitled Why Is It Important to Live a Meaningful 

Life?, Moshe Ratson stated that “the more you engage with 

meaningful life, not only does it grow with time, it also provides 

you with a happy, fulfilling life,” he goes on to say “a meaningful 

life requires planning, ownership of our actions, and responsibility 

for the consequences of our choices.” Living a meaningful life may 

be demanding as well as stressful. However, at the end of the 

day, a day of purpose results in a better quality of life.  

 

Individuals with intellectual challenges want and need to engage 

in meaningful day activities. Meaningful day activities are just as 

important for the wellbeing of a person with developmental de-

lays and/or intellectual challenges as they are for people without 

these challenges.  According to Held, M., and Tijerina, J., in their 

2008 handout entitled Living Life to the Fullest: How to Create 

and Implement Meaningful Lifestyles, a meaningful day is defined 

as “an individualized approach to providing each individual a full 

life; full of choices, respectful, full of competence, purposeful, full 

of community, and which provides value to the dreams and aspi-

rations of the individual.”  Yet individuals with intellectual chal-

lenges have not always had the same experiences or opportuni-

ties that will allow them to have a meaningful day.   

 

EPIC’s Group Supports program offers various opportunities to fill 

the days of our adult participants with meaningful activities that 

promote development and improvement of skills and decision-

making capabilities which maximizes independence, increases 

stability, develops a positive identity, and decreases negative be-

haviors. Our Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) work with indi-

viduals supported to explore what a meaningful day means for 

them. They then search for ways to find appropriate activities 

that add interest and fulfillment to daily routines.  DSP’s provide 

direct supervision and training to implement person-centered 

goals based on the individual’s wants and needs. A daily schedule 

is developed and followed to ensure that everyone has a wide 

variety of activities including, but not limited to, social time, exer-

cise, arts & crafts, sensory time, hygiene skills, safety skills, daily 

living skills, and vocational skills in real-time community-based 

scenarios.   

 

EPIC’s Group Supports Team assures that program participants 

experience meaningful days by: 

1) Determining the life each person wants, respect and honor 

their choices, and partner with them to make it happen 

2) Developing activities based on individual’s preferences and IP 

Goals  

3) Develop community partnerships to provide volunteer and life-

enhancing activities and opportunities 

 

It is my belief that when individuals supported feel the impact of 

respect, community participation, competence, value, and also 

have choices, they come closer to maximizing their independ-

ence.  

  Meaningful Days equals Meaningful Lives 
  By Valdes J. Snipes-Bennett, PhD, MPA, MDiv.  
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Come Fly With Me! 
By Nadine Bartholomew, MBA 
 

Nyesha (Left) and Teresa (Right) will be heading to Orlan-

do, Florida for the 2018 National Federation of the Blind 

National Convention and Nyesha, who is supported by our 

Residential Program, is excited to be accompanied by 

EPIC’s Quality Assurance Director, Teresa. This fast-paced, 

fascinating, and fun event will be held at the Rosen Shingle 

Creek Resort from Tuesday, July 3 to Sunday, July 8. Re-

portedly one of the largest gatherings of visually impaired  

people held anywhere in the world, the convention 

attracts over 3,000 attendees each year.  

This is Nyesha’s 8th convention. When asked to describe 

the event she explained that “the convention is always a 

lot of fun with events every day. On day one there are lots 

of seminars, some for parents, some about technology, 

and some about mobility. There are also special events for 

first time attendees. Quite a few exhibitors also use this 

event to show off products especially adapted for the 

blind. Registration begins on day two and there are also 

committee meetings on that day. On day three there are 

board meetings. Then the formal convention begins on day 

four with general sessions and an address from the  

Nadine Bartholomew, MBA, is the Marketing Director for EPIC. Nadine has over 18 years of experi-

ence leading community outreach, cause marketing, and corporate communication efforts at both 

non-profit and for-profit organizations in the Baltimore-Washington metropolitan area. 

President. There are more general convention sessions on day five along with elections. Then on day six we have the annual even-

ing banquet. This is my favorite part of the convention and I look forward to it each year. I get dressed-up and everything.” 

The National Federation of the Blind (NFB), headquartered in Baltimore, Maryland, is the oldest and largest nationwide organiza-

tion of blind Americans. Founded in 1940, the NFB consists of affiliates, chapters, and divisions in the fifty states, Washington DC, 

and Puerto Rico. The NFB defends the rights of blind people of all ages and provides information and support to families with 

blind children, older Americans who are losing vision, and more.  

“When Nyesha asked me to accompany her to this event I was both surprised and honored. I lived in Tampa, Florida for over two 

years but had never heard of the National Federation of the Blind’s National Convention. I was more than a little excited to learn 

about this unique way to support one of our people,” said Teresa. “As I understand from their website, the NFB national conven-

tion packs an unbelievable number of activities into six days and is usually held at a 4-star hotel. The federation believes that giv-

en proper training, opportunities, tools, and techniques blind people can have any life they want. The federation works to make 

positive social change through collective action that combats the low expectations, misconceptions, and stereotypes that are the 

true barriers to the visually impaired achieving their dreams. This is sounds so much like the EPIC philosophy for empowering peo-

ple with intellectual challenges to maximize their independence that I can’t wait to see them in action. It will also give me a 

chance to catch-up with old friends in Florida.” We wish these ladies safe travels and look forward to hearing all about their trip. 
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Margaret Wins 2018 

MACS Award  
By Nadine Bartholomew, MBA 
 

Margaret Summers is one of our organization’s most out-

standing Direct Support Professionals (DSPs). Margaret 

joined the agency in May of 2014 and from her very first 

day on the job she has used her background in journalism 

and social work to be a true advocate for the people she 

supports. Below are just a few examples of how Mar-

garet’s work supports the organization’s mission of em-

powering adults with intellectual challenges to maximize 

their independence. 

About two years ago, a new person (let’s call her “Regina”) 

was assigned to Margaret. This individual had recently 

experienced the trauma of losing her mother and conse-

quently moving away from home to live with a cousin. The 

months that followed this transition were difficult for Regi-

na as she worked through her grief and much of that grief 

was expressed through dissatisfaction with the services 

provided. During her first Individual Plan (IP) meeting with 

her DSP Margaret, her Cousin, the Program Director, and 

her Coordinator of Community Services (CCS), Regina stat-

ed that she was considering leaving the organization alto-

gether.  

Nadine Bartholomew, MBA, is the Marketing Director for EPIC. Nadine has over 18 years of experi-

ence leading community outreach, cause marketing, and corporate communication efforts at both 

non-profit and for-profit organizations in the Baltimore-Washington metropolitan area. 

When asked why she wanted to leave, Regina stated that she found the program activities boring. Margaret explained that Re-

gina’s chronic back pain hindered her from being more active and often resulted in her opting to stop the activities they were en-

gaging in to go home by 2:00pm each day. To her credit, instead of taking offense at the criticism, Margaret developed a new 

“action plan”. She encouraged Regina to take ownership of the process and they collaborated to identify activities that Regina 

would truly enjoy. These activities included going to live concerts, volunteering at a local nursing home to satisfy Regina’s desire 

to work with people, and taking dance classes. Additionally, Margaret chose to proactively address Regina’s physical and emotion-

al health concerns. She worked with our nursing department to identify a physical therapist to treat Regina’s back pain and a 

counsellor to help Regina work through her grief. During the second IP meeting, Regina had a completely different outlook. Ac-

cording to the Day Program Director, Stephanie Bell, “Regina practically bounced into my office. She could not stop talking about 

all of the wonderful and fun activities she did over the previous 12 months. She acknowledged her grief at losing her mother and 

more recently her boyfriend. She is also taking a more active role is structuring her own days. Regina attributed her successful 

year to Margaret, stating that she continues to enjoy researching and engaging in a variety of fun new activities.” 

Overall, Margaret’s work consistently contributes to the organization’s effectiveness, she serves as a role model to other staff 

members, and she has made significant advances in helping the people she supports to lead meaningful and independent lives. 

This is why we nominated her for the MACS Direct Support and Supervision Staff Award. Congratulations on a well-deserved win, 

Margaret. Thank you for making us EPIC. 
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The World Health organization (WHO) defines Mental Health as 

“a state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her 

own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can work 

productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to 

his or her community”. The National Alliance on Mental Illness 

(NAMI) reports that 1 in 5 Americans experience Mental Health 

Conditions or Mental Illness episodes each year. Their experts 

say that everyone has the potential to develop a Mental Health 

Condition regardless of age, race, gender, or social-economic 

status. Some common mental disorders include: 

Mood Disorders such as Depression, Bipolar, and Seasonal Affec-

tive Disorders 

Anxiety Disorders such as Panic Attacks, phobias, Obsessive –

Compulsive disorder (OCD), and Post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD). 

Psychotic Disorders such as Schizophrenia 

Personality Disorders such as Borderline personality, Anti-social 

personality and Paranoid personality 

Behavioral Disorders such as Oppositional Defiant, Intermittent 

Explosive, and Conduct disorders 

 

From my perspective, mental health refers to one’s cognitive, 

behavioral, and emotional well-being. It is about how a person 

thinks, feels, and behaves. Mental illness or conditions can 

affect daily life, relationships and even one’s physical health 

status. According to research from the Hogg Foundation for 

Mental Health, it has been estimated that the rate of mental 

health conditions for persons with Intellectual and Developmen-

tal Disabilities (IDD) are two to three times higher than for the 

general population. Depression, Anxiety, Schizo-

phrenia and Intermittent Explosive Disorder seem to be the 

most frequently identified conditions in persons with IDD. The 

Foundation notes that there has been an over-representation of 

the diagnosis of Intermittent Explosive Disorder in the IDD popu-

lation. The first line of treatment often being Psychopharmaco-

logical with the use of varied Psychotropic drugs geared toward 

controlling and managing challenging behaviors.   

 

Many Clinicians in the out-patient as well as in-patient 

healthcare settings do not have specific training in caring for IDD 

persons with co-existing mental illness. As a result, many people 

with IDD go untreated or they are treated with ineffective or 

inappropriate methods. Furthermore, many service providers, 

when treating and/or evaluating people with IDD, often attrib-

ute challenging behaviors to the individual’s disability and fail to 

adequately evaluate for underlying mental health conditions or 

illnesses.  

 

Here at EPIC, our team of Registered Nurses comprises a vast 

amount of experience in caring for people with IDD and co-

existing mental illnesses. The Nursing Team communicates with 

mental health and various other health providers across the 

healthcare spectrum on behalf of the people we support to  

ensure that their mental and physical  health 

needs are being met at an optimal level. Mental 

health is whole health and this May EPIC cele-

brates the successes the people we support have 

each day in overcoming their mental health chal-

lenges.   

Marcia Burrell-Odeyemi, RN, has been the Director of Nursing at EPIC for 18 years; prior to becoming the D.O.N. 

Marcia Supported EPIC’s Residential Individuals as a Direct Support Professional for 5 years. Marcia, along with her 

Nursing Team provide Premier Health-management and Coordinated Healthcare Services in order to Promote, Pro-

tect and Preserve the Health and Safety of EPIC’s Individuals. 

  May is National Mental Health Month, but what is Mental Health? 

   By Marcia Burrell-Odeyemi, RN 
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A donation to EPIC goes a long way in supporting individuals with 

intellectual challenges. Your generosity makes it possible for our individuals to achieve their maximum 

potential providing them with the opportunity to live a meaningful, quality life. Please use the QR code 

below to make your online donation today.  Thank You! 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

https://epic-smvi.org/donate/ 

 

https://epic-smvi.org/donate/

