Every Ability Counts: Stories of Work, Worth and Inclusion

October is celebrated nationwide as National Disability Employment Awareness Month to recognize the
contributions ofindividuals with disabilities in the workforce and bring awareness to the importance of employment
inclusion. This year marks the 80th anniversary of this celebration. Missouri Governors Council on Disability has
numerous events planned throughout the month and to recognize its significance to the state’s economy. Governor
Mike Kehoe has designated October as Disability Employment Awareness Month in Missouri.

Empowered by choice, many Missourians shape their own career path, proving that meaningful work starts with
having the freedom to decide where you want to be. From community employment to supportive workshops, they
are finding purpose in places that value their skills and respect their voice. We spoke with several individuals
across the state to hear about their careers and what makes their work meaningful. Their stories were so inspiring,
and the smiles on their faces lit up the room...and the bus!

We recently met with Bruce Young, who has been the Executive
Director of Central Missouri Subcontracting Enterprises (CMSE) in
Columbia Missouri since 1993. CMSE offers a workshop program,
day program and community employment, and overall employs 95
individuals. While talking with Bruce Young and Assistant Director
Alyssa Angell during a facility tour, it's easy to see why people love
being there. The smiles on the faces throughout the facility tell a
great story in itself! They love working there. It's not about being
sheltered or secluded, it's about working with their friends, and
feeling a sense of security in a safe environment. We talked about
the challenges and successes in their programs during our visit. “Day
programs generally take more staff to operate and therefore are
more costly to carry out”, said Bruce Young. The staff to consumer
ratio is 1:4 for community employment with a job coach or when |Employees on the bus headed to work at CMSE
the day program is out in the community, and 1:6 when in the day | Workshop in Columbia MO with driver Mike Wise.

program facility. Alternatively, the sheltered workshop has a 1:15 ratio. The more overhead you have, the more
costly it is to operate.

The state Department of Mental Health “waiver cuts” are definitely on management’s radar. This could create a
hardship to the place that many have called their career for decades. The state is not currently accepting new
applications for residential and in-home services through the Medicaid waiver program, which has created a long
waitlist for individuals with disabilities. “The waiver cuts are a real concern for the day programs and community
employment programs around the state too, so we are watching this very closely,” added Young.

Nationally, the Coalition for the Preservation of Employment Choice is an organization that was formed by families,
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caregivers, and other stakeholders working to preserve employment opportunities for individuals with disabilities.
The Coalition supports the elimination of barriers to employment and the expansion of employment opportunities
for all. As policy makers consider proposals for supporting individuals with disabilities and expanding Competitive
Integrated Employment, they should not be allowed to dismiss those who may not have access to, or have the ability
to, retain competitive employment. All people, regardless of ability, should have the right to work. Young said so
far, 16 states have closed their sheltered workshops in the United States in efforts to eliminate sub-minimum wage

employment, and some states have banned sub-minimum wage employment all together. One could argue that

banning sheltered workshops doesn’t fix the problem, it just keeps
people who aren’t able to do minimum wage work out of jobs and into

day programs that are proven to be more costly, or sitting at home. (=

We met us with some employees to find out what they like about their
jobs and how they get to work.

Ethan Underwood has worked at CMSE for a few years now. He likes
being at the workshop because he gets to work with his friends and
listens to music while he works. He takes his work very seriously; he
said his favorite job is putting black plastic on lugs that he does for a
local company. Ethan was quick to say his favorite part of the day was
break-time because he can catch up with friends. “Mike and Bobby
are my favorite drivers” but quickly added he liked them all. Ethan is
exceptionally bright and quick-witted and was a delight to visit with.

Jimmy Noel has been at CMSE for two years and he said he loves being| E

on the OATS bus with his friends. His current task at CMSE is bundling
bags and then putting them into boxes. Outside of work Jimmy loves
to watch TV- his favorite show is Full House. “I like several Special
Olympics sports, and I'm currently competing in bowling” he said with
a big smile before heading back to work.

Beverly Brower has been at CMSE for many years but has only
ridden the OATS bus for the last five years. While we were there, she
was working on combining kits for various sizes of stethoscopes. She
fulfills several orders each day for Littmann kits by pulling all the parts
and then putting them into plastic containers. Outside of work she

Assistant Director Alyssa Angell pictured with
Jimmy Noel
.

is very busy either doing diamond painting crafts or putting together| &

puzzles with friends. She also enjoys playing Sudoku on her tablet but
admitted “I cheat sometimes”. “The OATS drivers are all so nice and

take good care of me” added Beverly.

We caught up with Erica Phipps just as she was getting on the OATS
bus to head home. She had just finished bowling with the day program
on a group outing. She said Mike was an excellent driver and she loves
being at CMSE.

As we made our way to Northwest Missouri, we caught up with
Danny Pyles, who has ridden the OATS bus for 32 years, since 1993.
He goes to Specialty Industries in St. Joseph every day. Danny lives in
Rushville MO, population 220, which is a small rural community 20
miles southwest of St. Joseph. It's dark when Danny boards the bus
at 6:30 a.m. every morning, but he eagerly awaits it to see which of
his favorite drivers he has for the day. The drivers all say Danny has
a positive attitude and greets them with a smile every day. OATS staff
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It may be da'k Whn Dany boards the bus in the morning, but he &
fellow riders get a chuckle out of riding with Vinny (the Halloweeen
character behind him).

ayton Lukowicz

say they never have to worry about putting new drivers
on the route because Danny knows the route well after
32 years- drivers never have to worry about getting lost
with Danny as their co-pilot. “OATS allows me to safely
get to my job on time every day,” said Danny. “I work at
Specialty Industries as a general processing person, and
[ can do every job they have, from labeling, to sorting,
to packaging,” added Danny. He said the best part about
being on the bus is meeting new people and hanging
out with the awesome drivers. It's easy to see he is a
huge KC Chiefs fan adorning his red shirt and tennis
shoes routinely. He is also a fan of wrestling and loves
to go fishing with his dad. Danny added, “It’s a pleasure
to ride the OATS bus; it's been amazing. Thank you for
transporting me to work for 32 years, you guys are the
best!”

Lastly, we talked with Christina Peritz who is 24 years
old and lives in Warsaw MO. She rides the OATS bus to
go to Southern Oaks Activity Center and the Excel Day
Program in Warsaw each week, as well as to work at the
Canon Cancer Center at Bothwell Hospital in Sedalia.
“The bus gets me to work and the day program on time
every day, which is great, because I don’t have to worry
about being late,” said Christina. At the hospital she stays
busy getting drinks and food for patients or helping in
other parts of the food service area. Christina loves her
drivers and loves to joke with them. “Layton is funny and
sweet, and he is a good driver. He is always there when
I need help. He is super cool, and he always gets me to
work on time.” She likes John too. “I call John a Pretty,
Pretty Princess!” she quipped. Christina is a very busy
lady, but she still finds time to ride horses at a therapeutic
riding center- her favorite horse is named Whiskey. And
if that isn’t enough, she is also an artist, plus she makes
bracelets to sell. Her specialty is clay beaded bracelets
- she makes the beads by hand too. “Thank you Layton
and John, and the others too, for being there to take care
of me” added Christina.

Interviewing all these individuals was so positive and
up-beat because they love what they do, where they
work, and the service they get from OATS Transit.
OATS Transit has long been a supporter of workshops
and day programs as well as community employment

opportunities. In 2015 this service made up 39% of our trip request; fast-forward to 2025 and it’s now 55% of
our trip requests. There are still significant debates and worries regarding the future of these programs. Potential
federal rule changes threaten workshop operations, which would leave more than 6,000 Missourians without

employment if those ever passed.

Changes in the system started back to 2014 when the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) was
signed into law to help people find employment in the community, while at the same time made sheltered
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workshops the last alternative for people to enter. “After WIOA was enacted, many people had to first prove they
couldn’t work out in the community before they could enter a sheltered workshop program,” said Bruce Young,
Executive Director at CMSE. Some would argue that it sets the tone that you had to fail first, while others argue it
didn’t, but it just placed more requirements on sub-minimum wage programs.

Community Employment, Workshops and Day Programs all have a place in Missouri-- there are thousands of
individuals who depend on them and want to make their own choice where they go. Every individual deserves

the right to choose their own path in life, and that includes where
and how they want to spend each day. If they choose sheltered
workshops so they can work alongside their friends, that is their
choice. Sheltered workshops can provide a supportive environment
and meaningful tasks for individuals who may not be able to meet
the demands of jobs out in the community. When others make
decisions for them, it limits potential and undermines autonomy.
True inclusion means respecting their voice, goals and preferences,
whether it be workshops, outin the community orinaday program. |y

Happg Hanoweeh!

If you would like to
join us for some fun on
October 30-31, feel free —
to show your Halloween -
Spirit by dressing up for
the occasion. Send us
your pictures to share
on our social media.
We are including two
days this year because |
not everyone runs on
Fridays, so we wanted to
make sure everyone can
participate.

Be safe, and mindful
that not everyone likes
costumes, especially
scary ones, so make sure
it's appropriate.

THE WHEEL

Please contact the editor if you have news
stories or photos you would like to share
with us. We would love to hear from you
and use them in our next newsletter.

Jill Stedem, Editor

Email: jstedem@oatstransit.org

Phone: 573-443-4516

Social Media Sites:

Driver Mike Wise picks up riders from the workshop
to get them home.

Tell us something good on Facebook.......

Jennifer
Thank you for having patience while my daughter gets her stuff together to board @
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Patty
Edith sweetest person ever
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Tammy
Joie's driving skills are impressive, but it's his heart and sense of humor that truly make
him stand out - he's a shining example of kindness in action &2 - Adair County
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Susie
Dan is awesome and so nice! Lincoln County is lucky to have Dan.zs
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Suzanne

Love my DATS schedulers in Harrisonvillel®il They are always so accommodating and
willing to try different times to make a trip happen
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Macy

marsha and earl are very good drivers..friendly and there for you.all of the schedulers
that i have had are good.and when you tell them your name they already know where
you are from and what you need,makes it easier to schedule
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Kristen
Jeff in Sullivan mo makes me laugh out loud he's funny and nice

facebook.com/oatstransit
instagram.com/official_oatstransit.org
linkedin.com/company/oatstransit
youtube.com/@OATSTransit

Bus schedules and fare information can be
found at: www.oatstransit.org/schedules




