
   
   

   
   

   
U

N
IT

Y H
O

USE
 O

F 
CAYUGA C

OUNTY IN
C.    

EMPOWERING LIVES. SECURING FUTURES.             WINTER 2020                      H O N E S T Y  •  I N T E G R I T Y  •  R E S P E C T

NEWSLETTER

Empowering Lives. Securing Futures.
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The gracious three-story brick building 
located at 31 Market Street has 

been around since the 1880s, 
when Auburn was a booming 

commerce center in the 
middle of New York. The 

building was gifted to Unity 
House in 2000 by a 
local businessman, and 
after some sprucing up, 
the agency opened its 
Auburn Day Habilitation 
program there. Day Hab 

has been operating out 
of that space for 20 years 

now, and it was time for 
some significant upgrades. 

“Market Street was in a state 
of serious disrepair,” explained 

Executive Director Liz Smith. “We had 
been successful in getting smaller state grants 

to rehab some of the service spaces, but we really 
needed more substantive funding to address the overall 

infrastructure. We were thoughtful and intentional in putting together an agency-wide five-year capital plan, 
which clearly showed where we needed to invest in renovations at many properties we own, including 31 Market Street.”

To that end, Unity House applied in 2016 for a grant from the Nonprofit Infrastructure Capital Investment Program (NICIP) and Dormitory 
Authority of the State of New York (DASNY). This funding is awarded to nonprofits that are improving the quality and accessibility of specific 
locations for their service recipients. After a competitive application process that took over a year, we were awarded about $188,000 to make 
the necessary upgrades to 31 Market Street.

The strength of a building lies in its foundation, so the grant project began by repointing the entire brick footing. Once the exterior was 
reinforced and beautified, we moved on to the interior. Many of our clients have limited mobility, and safe, reliable transport between floors 
is required, so a new elevator was installed. To ensure the comfort and well-being of our employees and program participants, the building 
was re-insulated and energy-efficient heating and cooling systems were connected in the basement. All of the leaky windows were 
replaced, which has markedly improved inside temperature regulation.  

The second and third floors have been gutted and are being recreated into bright, clean, and safe work space for our staff. Original 
lighting from the 1970s was still in use since the building was first converted into offices. The new lights are Energy Star-rated LED, 
which are environmentally friendly and much better suited for our clients who may have a light sensitivity. The main staircases have 
been stabilized, and fresh paint, carpeting and bathroom installations will finish out the project this spring.

“Our Market Street facility is located right downtown in the middle of everything, so we focused our energy on that property,” 
continued Liz. “This transformation is what our program participants and employees deserve: quality service space and a 

welcoming work environment. We take this seriously, and this successful project has helped inform new decisions we’ll be 
making to ensure safety and security at our other locations as well.”

NEW WITHOUT WALLS 
PROGRAM OPENING

Now that the renovations at 
31 Market Street are nearly 
complete, we can expand 
the services offered there. 

Later this spring, Unity 
House will begin offering a 
new Without Walls (WOW) 
day program centered in 

the newly upgraded facility. 
Modeled after the existing 
WOW program in Ithaca, 
Auburn WOW will focus       

on helping individuals build 
community awareness and 

participation as well as 
fostering independence. 
Watch for grand opening 

info in our spring newsletter.

MARKET STREET
     Revitalized



I have served on the board of the Association for Community 
Living (ACL)/ACLAIMH since 2014. The ACL is an essential state-
wide membership organization of not-for-profit agencies that 
provide housing and rehabilitation services to more than 30,000 
New Yorkers diagnosed with psychiatric disabilities. 

The ACL leadership team of Executive Director Toni Lasicki and 
Associate Executive Director Doug Cooper has done a remark-
able job of crafting our purpose and intent as an association. Be-
cause these highly skilled professionals have been so successful 
in developing an intentional focus, the membership, including 
Unity House, benefits from their concentrated efforts and purposeful messaging to elected of-
ficials, external stakeholders, and internal staff. 

Adequate funding has been our top priority for the past ten years, as 
represented by the Bring It Home campaign. I have been advocat-

ing at the annual Legislative Day in Albany for years, and the 
message is consistently the same: state funding is not in 
line with current needs and costs. I’m pleased to say that 
through our efforts in Albany, it seems the governor is fi-
nally hearing us. As new housing options are developed, 
the state government is now building in incremental rate 

increases. But this is just for new projects; existing beds are 
still not adequately funded and have not seen a rate adjust-

ment in over a decade. This is unacceptable and motivates us to 
keep pushing forward.

The day-to-day rehabilitative and support activities performed in community residential set-
tings are vital for people who face the daily challenges of living with a mental illness and want 
to live independent, productive and satisfying lives as members of their communities. Unity 
House and I are committed to supporting them.

I get a lot of joy from serving on the ACL board; it is so remarkable what they are doing. My 
colleagues have years of collective experience, and are highly successful in growing their own 
services. I continually learn from them and believe that what we are trying to accomplish to-
gether is vitally important to so many people. I consider myself fortunate to be surrounded by 
people with such compassion and commitment. 

Executive Director’s
P E R S P E C T I V E
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Please join us for the 

ANNUAL BOARD & AWARD DINNER
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RSVP by Monday April 20
315.253.6227 ext. 358 or email: annualdinner@unityhouse.com

Sponsorship opportunities are available
Please call 315.253.6227 ext. 313 or email: development@unityhouse.com

Monday, April 27, 2020
Chantelle Marie Celebration Venue, 5127 West Lake Road, Auburn, NY

Catering by Balloons Restaurant - $65 per person; all are welcome

5:30 pm Cocktails & Conversation; Cash Bar;
 Key to the House fundraiser. $20 raffle tickets on sale now!
 Adventure’s Package

6:15 pm Buffet Dinner

7:00 pm Remarks by guest speaker Jacqueline Cioffa, international fashion 
 model and author of The Red Bench: A Descent into Madness, where 
 she is candid about her journey navigating mental illness and her 
 bipolar disorder. 

 Presentation of the Atkins Community Service & Open Arms Awards. JACQUELINE CIOFFA

 Grants        &  Gifts
Unity House is the grateful recipient of funding from:

Triad Foundation - $5,000
To the general operating fund. These funds were used to create a fit-
ness room at headquarters in Auburn to support the agency’s Move In 
Unity wellness program. This gift purchased two treadmills, a stationary 
bike, free weights and bench, and more workout equipment for staff 
use.

McDonald Foundation - $3,000
To purchase Windows-based laptops for our People With Developmen-
tal Disabilities (PWDD) sites in Cayuga and Tompkins Counties. This 
technology is the foundation of Unity House’s new agency-wide elec-
tronic medication administration record (e-MAR) system.

Kiwanis Club of Auburn - $700
To purchase outdoor furniture for Grace House’s supported living fa-
cility. Residents of the SLF have completed their recovery program at 
Grace House and are transitioning back into the community. The apart-
ment building sits above the Owasco River and this new furniture will 
allow residents to enjoy the peaceful beauty of their back yard. 

Rotary Club of Auburn - $300
A generous donation to the agency’s annual fund to be used in the 
programs where it is needed the most.

Unity House’s website
has a brand new look! 

The new design is sleek,
modern, easy to use
and mobile friendly.

Check it out at: 
www.unityhouse.com
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By Amber Amidon, Director of Quality Assurance

Lessons Learned
  ADJUSTING AND TRUSTING

 STAFF SPOTLIGHTS  by Day Services Director Lee Sullivan

I started working for Unity House 23 years ago to utilize my background in services for people 
with developmental disabilities (PWDD). Back in 1996, we had just one PWDD group home (IRA) 
called New Life in Auburn. Out of that facility, we managed the supportive apartments program. 
At that time, Unity House also offered service coordination and operated one Day Hab program in 
Auburn; there were no other PWDD services. Fast forward to today: Unity House’s PWDD services 

have expanded to 18 residential programs in several counties, four Day Hab/Community Hab 
programs, and Self-Direction. A lot has changed.

We often speak of people with disabilities as having a difficult time with change. Don’t we all? But when I 
think about the changes they have faced in their time here at Unity House, I marvel at their sustainability. Many 

of the individuals that we served in 1996 continue to receive services from us now. Imagine the changes that these individuals have faced over 
20 years with the agency.  Some have moved from institutions into our homes. Many of them have moved in and out of various IRAs. They have 
had hundreds of different staff supporting them over the years. They have had many different housemates and roommates. Others have faced 
medical crises and medication changes. The list goes on and on. 

Over time, society’s expectations have altered as well for people with disabilities. For example, when I first started, the idea of community 
integration for the PWDD population was a questionable new concept. Today it is our proven service standard for recipients to be out in the 
community daily. They want to live the same lives as everyone else, and being out and about encourages independence and adaptability.

Regardless of the many changes they face, these individuals are happy and trusting in us to meet their needs and keep them safe. Our responsibility 
to them is enormous. Our services may not always be perfect, but overall, I believe that we are solid and meeting the needs of the people we 
support. Their ability to adjust and trust in us, without reservation, is uplifting. We need to work hard to be there for them and earn that trust.

Jackie Bragan is our Auburn Site-
Based and Without Walls program 
manager. Originally from England, she 
has worked for Unity House for 26 
years. Jackie really shines and is a staff 
person I rely on. 

Jackie has a degree in recreational 
therapy, which has lent itself well to 
developing creative programming 
for our clients. She is a Strategies for 
Crisis Intervention and Prevention 
(SCIP) instructor/trainer, and sits on the 

agency’s Wellness Committee. The relationship Jackie has developed 
with clients over 20 years is obvious when observing their interactions 
with each other. She is a role model for leadership, often taking on 
additional tasks when called upon.

She was promoted to manager of Auburn day hab in 2018, and 
stepped up with grace and ease to run it. As program manager, 
Jackie oversees the day to day operations that support 50 program 
participants and supervises 29 direct support professionals. She 
was integral in developing the new Without Walls program, and 
was helpful in the recent renovations of the Market Street site and 
creating a new sensory room there. 

Shannon Engle is our program 
manager for the Ithaca Without Walls 
program. She has worked for the agency 
for a year and half, and oversees about 
50 clients and 28 staff at WOW. Shannon 
earned her bachelor’s degree in social 
work from Keuka College and an MSW 
from University of Buffalo.

Shannon has been on her own personal 
health journey since she was hired, and 
her new-found awareness has allowed 
her to share and model nutrition and 

daily physical fitness with the clients in her program. I have found 
that Shannon has a contagious energy and enthusiasm for our 
agency’s mission to empower the people we serve. She encourages 
responsibility and self-sufficiency, which have resulted in an increase 
in community volunteerism, which in turn have led some people to 
find gainful paid employment. Shannon has reinvigorated the WOW 
Crusaders, our self advocacy group in Ithaca.

In just 18 months, Shannon has created processes and procedures 
that have helped improve employee/participant relations, and has 
received praise from clients and their families about the quality of 
services offered at WOW.



MENTAL ILLNESS: 
It’s Not A Choice
by Natalia Brillati

A disability is a physical or mental condition that limits a person’s movements, 
senses, or activities. My name is Natalia and I have a mental illness. I have met 
other people with mental illnesses who struggle just like I do. A mental illness is 
not a choice. It is something that just happens and that can only be worked on 
by accepting that truth about yourself. You must learn to identify triggers and 

struggles. All you can do is try and never stop.

Accepting help is key to managing your mental illness. You cannot do it all alone. It is important to stay 
true to yourself. There is no reason or need to change yourself. It is crucial to be happy with yourself. 
Until you can help yourself, you cannot help anyone else.

It is absolutely necessary to acquire coping skills that work for you. Not all the same coping skills work 
for everyone. Some that you can use are deep breathing, positive self-talk, music, exercise, watch a 
movie, bake, write, or draw. It is important to know which coping skills to use at what time. Talking to 
others about your issues can be very beneficial and can relieve a large amount of anxiety and stress.

No matter what is going on in life, just know you are not alone. If you feel like you’re not happy, different 
scenery or a distraction could help you feel more positive and upbeat. Do not let people bring you 
down. Find out what makes you smile, happy, and laugh. Stay around positive influences. Do what you 
enjoy doing, and remind yourself what it feels like to be happy. Find what works for you – everyone is 
different.

No one is perfect. No thing is perfect. Some days are harder than others. Make sure not to isolate 
yourself. Spending time with other people is a good thing. Be open and find someone to trust. Having a 
mental illness is for sure not a gift, but there are coping skills to help us through it. We can do this!

Need help? Contact Unity House: 315-253-6227
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Learn more about 
mental illness at 
Unity House’s annual 
dinner. Our special 
guest speaker is 
Jacqueline Cioffa, 
an international 
fashion model from 
Auburn, NY who 
was diagnosed with 
bipolar disorder at the 
height of her career. 
Jackie will share her 
journey with mental 
illness April 27; the 
public is warmly 
invited to attend.

Marketing for a Purpose
Ithaca College students Hannah Thien and Colette 
Renard generously raised $158 for Unity House last 
fall. For their Integrated Marketing class, they had 
to plan and execute a fundraiser for a nonprofit of 
their choice. Both Hannah and Colette are passionate 
about mental health awareness, so Unity House was 
a perfect fit. In October, they set up a table in the 
campus center and sold apple cider donuts, then 
presented the proceeds to Director Amy Santobianco 
on Giving Tuesday. 

We’re HIRING NOW!
Seeking meaningful employment with competitive salary 
and excellent benefits? Positions are open right now in 

Cayuga and Tompkins Counties! We have relief positions 
available with rates starting at $11.80 an hour, plus part 
time and full time positions starting at $13.65 an hour.

Unity House is looking for caring individuals who are 
interested in working with those with mental illnesses, 

developmental disabilities, and/or chemical dependencies. 
A nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization, Unity House partners 

with these individuals to develop their personal skills 
and potential, enabling them to live fuller and more 

independent lives. 
View or current job listings and complete an online 

application at: 

www.unityhouse.com/joinourteam.htmlHannah Thien and Colette Renard (center)
and their professor with

UH Director Amy Santobianco (far right)



“Leadership Cayuga is an important program 
that teaches people from inside and outside of 
the county the great historical past of Cayuga 
County. The specific project my team worked 
on was volunteering for Habitat for Humanity. 
Cayuga’s Habitat for Humanity was founded 
in 1991 by Christian leaders. Our volunteer 
time was spent making cabinets, putting in 
insulation and painting a house for a new 
family. Leadership Cayuga has taught me the 

value of Cayuga County and what some of our great leaders like 
Harriet Tubman, the Osborne family, William Seward, and Theodore 
Case have done for the community.”  

– Freddie Wilson III, Program Manager, Self Direction in Auburn

“At Leadership Tompkins, we discuss diverse 
and controversial topics as well as have the 
opportunity to meet different local leaders. My 
class is working on community engagement 
and ‘how to become an effective citizen.’ Our 
project gives people the opportunity to meet 
with their elected officials and helps increase 
voting numbers. So far, the experience has been 
incredible. I have been able to meet people 
from all different backgrounds and professions 

I never would have known otherwise. My goal is to take everything 
I learn and become a better leader in my current position at Unity 
House. I want to teach people about the individuals we serve at Unity 
House, and the value of their potential to be actively involved.” 

– Sadi Frank, Program Manager, Fish Road IRA in Ithaca
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Chambers of Commerce and similar organizations across the 
country regularly offer leadership programs to a range of 
participants. Unity House encourages staff development by 
sending one representative to Cayuga and Tompkins County 
programs each year. This learning opportunity helps raise 
awareness, increases networking opportunities with peers, and 
exposes other participants to what Unity House does in their 
communities.

GROWTH &  LEADERSHIP

EXERCISE ANYONE?
Unity House believes that it is important to encourage 
wellness and offer opportunities for our employees to make 
healthy choices. To reach that goal, Executive Director Liz 
Smith and the Wellness Committee turned a vacant room 
at our headquarters in West Middle School Apartments into 
a workout/activity room that is available to all Unity House 
staff, thanks to a grant from the Triad Foundation. The new 
facility officially opened with a ribbon cutting ceremony and 
open house on January 24. Happy and healthy employees 
make for happy and healthy clients!

The staff at the Nelson Road IRA in Ithaca started a six-week weight 
loss challenge in the spring of 2016. It was so successful that they’ve 
continued the process every fall and spring. At the end of the six-
weeks the “biggest losers” are awarded gift cards and UH swag as 
well as bragging rights. It is estimated that since they started four 
years ago, the group has lost over 300 lbs. together!

Picture left to right: Sheril Killam, Nick White, Roxanne Bogert

NELSON WEIGHT LOSS

            Challenge 

Did you know? The 
agency now owns 
and operates 56 
different facilities 

across seven central New York counties, 
supporting over 1,000 people a day! In the 
past ten years alone, Unity House has doubled 
the number of people it employs (450+) and 
increased its client population by more than 300.

That’s a Lotta
Programs!
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by George and Carolyn Hiza

The first time we 
learned about Unity 
House was 15 years 
ago when we moved 
to the Auburn area. 
We read about a plea 
for donations to help 
Unity House clients 
with disabilities pay 
for their medications. 
Wanting to keep our 
charitable donations 
local, we thought this 
was a good way to 
start.

When a friend of ours 
at the church we 
attend was chosen for the Fred Atkins Community Service Award 
[Jill Fandrich in 2013], we got a group of people from church 
together to attend the dinner to surprise and support her. We 
learned so much about the people Unity House serves and the 
many programs that are provided; we knew this was a good way 
to support our new community. We have continued to support 
Unity House annually since then.

Carolyn serves on the Unity House Fred Atkins Community 
Service Award selection committee.

Why We Support  GROWTH &  LEADERSHIP WELCOME NEW DIRECTOR

     Ryan Morrell

Ryan Morrell, Unity House’s new director of the 
PROSperity mental health program, began his 
new duties in October.

In his new role, Ryan Morrell is responsible for direct oversight 
of six staff and monitoring of all operations for the agency’s 
Personalized Recovery Oriented Services (PROS) program, located 
at 146 North Street, Auburn. Ryan holds a B.A. in Psychology 
and Biology from SUNY Cortland, and an M.S. in Mental Health 
Counseling from SUNY Oswego. He was most recently the Director 
of Criminal & Family Court Programs at Cayuga Counseling 
Services, Inc.

“I have been watching Unity House grow exponentially over 
the past 10 years and am proud to help it continue in this 
direction,” said Ryan. “The staff and participants at PROS have 
been receptive to the adjustment, and I am looking forward to 
providing the agency 100% of my time and effort to further the 
mission of enriching and empowering the lives of those in our 
community.”

Year-End Giving Success
Unity House is so grateful for friends who supported 
our mission in 2019! We closed out the fiscal year 
with Giving Tuesday on December 3, followed 
quickly by our annual phonathon on December 5. 
Thanks to an anonymous $8,000 match from a very 
generous donor and to the support of our friends, 
the agency raised a total of $8,008 on Giving Tuesday 
and $7,569 from the phonathon (after making 104 
calls!). This $15,577 will directly impact our clients, 
helping them to live happy, fulfilled lives. 

Thank you!

HOLIDAY CARD Winner
Congratulations to Tyler 
Pickard of PROS! He was the 
winner of the 11th annual 
Unity House holiday art 
contest. Here, Tyler is being 
presented his framed winning 
artwork by Executive Director 
Liz Smith. It is entitled “Happy 
Holidays from Me to You” 
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Saturday, August 8
Early  Bird  Pricing*  until  April 15!

Unity House of Cayuga County is seeking artists and crafters to exhibit and sell 
their artwork at the 7th annual Art Flaire in August. This agency fundraiser is part of 

Auburn’s Founder’s Day celebration, and our location right downtown is the 
center of all the action.

Saturday, August 8, 2020
10:00am – 4:00pm

Exchange   Street   Mall,   downtown   Auburn
 $65  for  10 ' x 10 ‘  booth  space
(* Early Bird: only $50 if received by April 15!)

All   applications   due:   Friday, July 17
Show information, art standards, and the application form are

available online at www.unityhouse.com/artflaire.html

2020


