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Empowering Lives. Securing Futures.
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Nearly 200 friends joined Unity House on April 29 as we gathered at the Auburn 
Holiday Inn for the agency’s annual board and award dinner. The festive evening 
is intended to recognize Unity House’s outstanding board of directors for their 
leadership and commitment, celebrate the past year’s accomplishments, and 
present awards to two individuals who made a difference in our communities: 
Don Poole and Naomi Bernheim.

Special guest speaker Kayla McKeon of Syracuse engaged the audience with her 
funny and insightful remarks about her personal journey which led to becoming 
our country’s first registered lobbyist with Down syndrome. Kayla advocates for 
equal pay for individuals with disabilities in Washington, DC. If her charm and 
determination are any indication, that inconsistency will be resolved in the near 
future!

Unity House is deeply grateful to all who attended the annual dinner, and to 
all who support the agency year-round. Please see the Grants & Gifts article 
in this newsletter for special thanks to our dinner sponsors who help make the 
evening possible.

Board President Cindy 
Wilcox and Executive 
Director Liz Smith 
thank outgoing 
board member Jim 
Vivenzio for his 
12 years of service
to Unity House

Don Poole of Auburn received the 2019 Fred Atkins Community 
Service award. Nearly 60 people from Matthew House, the Knights 
of Columbus, his family, and the greater community attended 
specifically to honor Don.

Board member Donna 
Clark, her son Robby 
and guest speaker Kayla 
McKeon visit before din-
ner. Donna won the Key to 
the House raffle prize – a 
one-week Owasco Lake 
cottage rental donated by 
Galbato Law.

Cocktails in the Holiday Inn
pool courtyard

Many local Knights of Columbus attended to honor their 
brother Don Poole

Kayla McKeon speaks about 
her life journey that brought 
her from Syracuse to Washing-
ton, DC to become the nation’s 
first registered lobbyist with 
Down syndrome

Program participants and staff 
from Ithaca enjoyed the dinner 

The staff Open Arms Award 
committee presents the 2019 
award to Naomi Bernheim, 
owner of Cup O’ Jo Café in the 
Ithaca Mall

Best Dinner Ever!



It’s been over a month, but I’m still reminiscing about how 
wonderful our annual dinner was this year. When Kayla McK-
eon agreed to be our guest speaker, I found myself being more 
introspective knowing that she was coming. I took time to 
pause and consider my introductory remarks. I also reflected 
on my career, which has been entirely about supporting people 
with disabilities.

I’ve always known that individuals with disabilities have the 
same emotions and needs as all human beings, and I’ve made 
it my personal mission to try to meet those needs in the best ways I know how. When I look 
back on how we worked with individuals 25 years ago, it’s obvious how services have evolved 
from the 1980s to now. And thank goodness they have. At that time, we thought that having 
them doing insignificant busy work in day treatment and sheltered workshop settings was the 
way to go. There was no skill development or acquisition, nothing they could use out in the 
community to enhance their lives. 

Fast forward 30 years to just one instance of the impor-
tant advances that have been made in our field: Kayla 
McKeon of Syracuse. Not only is Kayla pursuing her 
college degree at Onondaga Community College and 
a past intern in Congressman John Katko’s office, she 
is now the first-ever registered lobbyist with Down 
syndrome in Washington DC. She is a member of 
the National Down Syndrome Self Advocacy Advisory 
Board, and serves as the manager of their Grassroots 
Advocates committee. In that role, she speaks on the Hill 
about fair wages for all workers, not just the able-bodied.

Kayla’s remarks at the dinner filled me with wonder and pride. I couldn’t help but think what 
an admirable example she is, not only to the Unity House service recipients in the audience, 
but also to those with disabilities out in the world who may be inspired to take her lead. She 
gives hope to others and demonstrates firsthand that it can be done; only our own doubts and 
fears can hold us back and limit us.

After 25 years at Unity House, and now ten years as the executive director, I’m reminded every 
day of how far we’ve come, and how very important that is. People like Kayla encourage us 
every day to be the best we can be.

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

Spirit is published 
three times a year by

Unity House of Cayuga County, Inc.
217 Genesee Street, Suite 14

Auburn, NY 13021
www.unityhouse.com

Editor
Kelly D. Buck

DIRECTOR OF MARKETING & 
DEVELOPMENT

315.253.6227 x 313
kdbuck@unityhouse.com

To be added to the Spirit e-mail 
list or to opt-out, please call 

315.253.6227 x 313 or e-mail 
development@unityhouse.com. 
Learn more about Unity House’s 

services and how you can support 
Unity House at 

www.unityhouse.com.

Administration
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Elizabeth Smith
CHIEF OPERATING OFFICER

Darlene Podolak

Board of Directors
PRESIDENT

Cindy Wilcox
VICE PRESIDENT
Andrew Cuddy

SECRETARY
Kenneth Knight

TREASURER
Bradley Chapman

Members-At-Large
Donna Clark
Elane Daly

Patricia Festa
Jessica Janssen
Joseph Manning
Christopher Ryan

Richard Slagle
Christopher Sloan

Liz Smith
Executive Director

I’ve always known that 
individuals with disabilities 

have the same emotions and 
needs as all human beings, 

and I’ve made it my personal 
mission to try to meet those 

needs in the best ways
I know how.
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Savage Club of Ithaca - $750
To purchase portable karaoke equipment in order to offer increased musical 
outlets for the individuals we serve in Ithaca. The equipment will be used for 
site-based day hab and WOW’s annual spring sing and talent shows in addition 
to daily program activities. We received twice the amount requested! Now that’s 
generous!

Annual Dinner Sponsors - $8,020
Thirteen businesses stepped up this year to support our annual dinner on April 
29. Our deepest appreciation to Dinner Sponsors ($1,000) Cuddy Law Firm and 
Jonathan’s Furniture, and to our Table Sponsors ($400) CNY Services, Currier 
Plastics, Enterprise Fleet Management, Johnston Paper, Key Bank, Lynch Furniture, 
MEDENT, MG Architects, Reagan Insurance Co., and Relph Benefits. Special 
thanks to Ric Galbato and Galbato Law Firm for donating a one-week Owasco 
Lake cottage rental as the Key to the House raffle prize. All together, Unity House 
raised over $8,000 at the dinner.

Walki ng   I n   U N ITY
In recognition of May as National Drug & Alcohol Treatment Court 
Month and Mental Health Awareness Month, Unity House again 
partnered with Auburn Drug Court, HEAL, Life Works, NAMI, and 
Nick’s Ride 4 Friends to co-host the 14th annual Timothy Durant 
Recovery Walk on May 21. 

Judge David Thurston kicked off the event with remarks at City 
Hall, and then about 120 participants walked down South Street 
to Hamilton Street and back. About half returned to Grace House 
for an open house with refreshments.

“Every community, and every facet of our culture as we know it, 
has been affected by our country’s opiate epidemic, substance abuse problems, and unmanaged mental health issues,” said Grace House Director 
Ashley Short. “Today, we walk united in effort and hope to continue tearing down the stigma that stands in the way of many folks reaching out and 
asking for the help they need to recover from these plagues.” 

Shopping and giving.
What could be better?!

Now you can help Unity House just by 
shopping online at Amazon! Just set up 
an account at smile.amazon.com and 
select Unity House of Cayuga County 
as your charity choice. Then donations 
– .5% on all eligible purchases – are 
made directly to Unity House by the 
AmazonSmile Foundation. It feels free 

yet makes a difference!

Grants        &  Gifts

 
Want to impact the life of another? Make a gift to 
the Unity House annual fund today. Simply go to:
www.unityhouse.com/supporter.html

to make a donation with your credit card. 
It’s that easy and every gift makes a difference!

Your Gift has an IMPACT

Unity House is the grateful recipient of funding from:

Join   Our   Marketing   Department!
Do you like this newsletter? Help create it! Unity House is 
seeking a Marketing & Development Project Coordinator. 
Duties include managing Art Flaire, social media, some 
graphic design, organizational messaging, fundraising, 
marketing, and more. College degree and some experience 

required. Learn more and apply online at: 

www.unityhouse.com/joinourteam.html
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Lessons
     LEARNED

I first started working at Unity House the week after 9/11. The nation was reeling 
from the shock of a terrorist attack on US soil. There was a sense like never before 
of our vulnerability. That came with a heightened awareness of preparedness for all 
emergencies at the national, state and local level. 

During that time, there was an understandable desire to protect the individuals we 
serve with a mental illness and spare them from the trauma that was played out 

on the news over and over again. What impressed me the most, and what I came to 
realize, was that the individuals we serve have a tremendous amount of resilience, and 

as such, they are the same as the rest of us. They are not separate members of the com-
munity; rather, they are the community. These individuals experience loss, trauma, sorrow, 

success and happiness just like the rest of us. They contribute to the communities in which they 
live in so many ways. So when we too look for support from time to time, it just may be the indi-

vidual we serve who is holding out their hand to help us. 

On a lighter note, years ago when Unity House was still located in the Case mansion, I came face to face with a large black unfriendly cat named 
Sylvester (for those that may remember him) blocking my way up the stairs to my second floor office. It was a resident we served that came to 
my rescue, as I recall, after pausing oh so slightly in order to savor the moment. Now that was a “lesson learned!”

By Sue Morley
Director of Mental Health Services

2019

SATURDAY AUGUST 10TH

Join Unity House for the 6th Annual Art Flaire, 

featuring 20+ artist booths, face painting, a 

silent auction, and novelty food. The agency 

fundraiser is part of Founder’s Day festivities 

in downtown Auburn, with a 250+ car show, 

live music, food, kid’s activities, and more. 

Don’t miss it!

10:00am - 4:00pm
Exchange Street Mall, downtown Auburn

Artist booth space still available: 
$60 for 10’ x 10’ spot

Show information, art standards, and the application form are 
available online at www.unityhouse.com/about.html
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We’re Hiring!

Gold in the 
mini javelin

Silver in the 
1x400 meter 

relay

Bronze in the 
100 meter

Olympic Honors

Several Special Olympics athletes from central New York 
competed in the Abu Dhabi World Games this March, and 
many returned with medals. Among them was our own 
Cassie Taber, who scored big in track and field events, and 
was an incredible ambassador for Team USA. 

Cassie’s medal count:

In celebration of Earth Day, residents of the GRACE House Community 
Residence picked up trash in the immediate neighborhood and by the 
Owasco dam. The Earth Day recreation kicked off with a motivational 
discussion regarding our modern day carbon footprint and ways we can 
both preserve our world and make it a better place.

City of Auburn workers 
drove by and thanked 
our folks for picking 
up trash. They in turn 
informed the workers 
where they had piled 
an old microwave, bro-
ken Wegmans cart, a 
baby stroller and other 
items too heavy to be 
bagged. 

The participants did a good job working together to both beautify the 
neighborhood and help to continue to break down the stigma surround-
ing folks with substance abuse diagnoses. Afterwards, they enjoyed BBQ 
ribs and homemade pasta salad. Overall, peer morale was high and eve-
ryone seemed to have a good time doing good for the community. 

Doing Good in the Neighborhood

by Brad Case, Substance Abuse/Addiction Specialist

The     Gift     of     Fitness
Have a treadmill that never gets used? An exercise 
bike with cobwebs in the basement? Want to un-
load that weight bench that’s been gathering dust 
in the garage?

If you’ve got exercise equipment that’s in excellent 
shape, please consider donating it to Unity House! 
We’ve got just the spot for it, and it will encourage 
our employees on their path to overall wellness. 

Email development@unityhouse.com
or call 315-253-6227 ext. 313

We have immediate job openings in Tompkins and 
Cayuga Counties! Unity House is always seeking car-
ing individuals who are interested in working directly 
with or supporting those with mental illness, devel-
opmental disabilities, and/or substance use disorders. 
View our current job listings and complete an online 
application at: 

Congratulations, Cassie 
and Team USA!

www.unityhouse.com/employment/employment.asp

Join Our
TEAM
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Every spring, the Ithaca site-based and WOW day habs share their talents 
with us. The biggest fan of all is Executive Assistant Mary Fishlock, who at-
tends every year. Mary shares her take on both events:

Spring Sing = WOW
The 2019 Without Walls Spring Sing event on May 1 lived up to the program’s 
acronym: WOW!  The performers covered all types of music genres, starting 
with a rousing gospel tune and ending with a dance party favorite that had 
people on their feet. In between, we heard some dreamy ballads, country 
favorites and a dance club hit. The American Sign Language class even did 
“Baby Shark,” complete with props! Everyone had a blast. 

Once upon a time…
…there was a fantastic talent show presented by and starring indi-
viduals from the Ithaca site-based day hab program. Upon entering, 
I was immediately gob smacked by the amazing backdrop for the 
show, which included all the characters from Alice in Wonderland. 
Things started off with an upbeat performance of Madonna’s “Like a 
Prayer,” then the audience was treated to a totally awesome (Go Go) 
Power Rangers skit, a little “Kung Fu Fighting,” some Beach Boys, 
and Sha Na Na’s “Come Go With Me” that had everyone rocking out 
and singing. Many other songs, artwork, and skits were real crowd 
pleasers, and everyone had a wonderful time. 

got

Unity House’s day habilitation programs have been tak-
ing advantage of the late-arriving spring weather to            
enjoy their local communities.

Ithaca’s Without Walls (WOW) group headed to Watkins Glen 
State Park for a hike through the beautiful gorge. Auburn day 

hab journeyed to the Wild 
Animal Park in Chittenango, 
NY to visit with a giraffe, 
bears, and a baby kanga-
roo. Both groups enjoyed 
the time together outside 
in nature.

OUT  &  ABOUT in  the springtime
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Recent  GRADUATES

Kimberly Ankrum
Senior Counselor, Ithaca

Tompkins-Cortland
Community College
Liberal Arts/Sciences

Cierra Pope
Residence Counselor, Ithaca

Cortland State University
B.A. in Psychology

Nicole Carey
Benefits Coordinator/

Payroll, Auburn
Nazareth College

M.S. in Human Resources

Taylor Casamassima
Quality Assurance
Specialist, Auburn

SUNY Empire
State College

B.S. in Educational Studies

Kayla Clink
Community Integration 

Specialist, Ithaca
Cortland State University

B.S. in Therapeutic
Recreation

Amanda Falsey
Substance Abuse/

Addiction Specialist 
CASAC-T certificate

Greg Giannotta
Residence Counselor,

Auburn
Wells College

B.S. in Business 

Join us in
congratulating
Unity House
employees who
have recently
completed
their college
degrees:

“Education is the most 
powerful weapon which 
you can use to change
the world.”
                  - NELSON MANDELA

Unity House has cared for 
individuals with disabilities 
for four decades. By leaving 
a gift to Unity House in your 
will, you can help ensure that 
our services may continue 
into the future. Please speak 
with your attorney or finan-
cial advisor, and learn more 
at 
www.unityhouse.com/plannedgiving.html 

Help us help them. 
Thank you!

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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It’s A Challenge 
  
…but someone’s gotta do it!

A steadfast group of 18 Unity House employ-
ees once again participated in the J.P. Morgan 
Corporate Challenge this spring. The annual 3.5 
mile run/walk event took place in Syracuse’s 
Onondaga Park, and nearly 4,800 individuals 
from companies around the area gave it their 
best shot. Our runners completed the course, 
and then enjoyed yummy food catered by Limp 
Lizard. The weather even cooperated! Congrat-
ulations to Paul Stratton from the maintenance 
crew who came in first at 34:00 flat. 


