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QUARTERLY 
QUOTE: 

“The future 

is not something 

we enter. 

The future 

is something we 

create.” 

IT’S ALL ABOUT THE PEOPLE! 
    As we wrap up our 20th anniversary year, we take a look back at 
our history, share what is present and prepare for the work ahead. 
Our focus remains to be the people we strive to help. People with 
disabilities take pride in attaining independence just as anyone else. 
Access takes pride in providing the necessary resources to reach 
this goal. All of which, could not be possible without the support of 
the local community. This holiday season, we say THANK YOU to 
those who support our mission to help people with disabilities today 
and who have supported us throughout the past 20 years! 
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We are Better Together – Making the Future Accessible 

                               By: Aaron Baier, Executive Director 

 
     Greetings friends!  As new Executive Director for Access To Independence, I 
want to take a moment to introduce myself and talk about my hopes and 
dreams for the Agency and for our community. We are closing out 2018 with a 
renewed appreciation for our history and with a reinvigorated spirit for the fu-
ture. I am excited to have the opportunity to lead Access toward a future that is 
accessible for all people with disabilities! 

     I am an eternal optimist. I see the best in people and try to inspire and moti-
vate the best from people. I see challenges as opportunities. I see collaboration 
and compromise as a necessary part of positive change. Most of all, I see that 
any problem can have a solution when we work together to find it.  

     For the past 12 years, I helped to bring new programs to the people we 
serve and helped to make our community more accessible and inclusive. I mentored local youth and 
helped them find a path to independence. I coached people on interview and job skills. I advocated for 
people who needed extra support with housing and transportation. Now, I am inspired by our Board, 
staff, volunteers and allies to continue our important work.  

     Our mission remains strong – we empower people with disabilities to lead independent lives in 
their community and strive to open doors to full participation and access for all. To do this, we will 
overcome the barriers that continue to impede full inclusion. Our three priorities are: 1) access to 
meaningful employment opportunities; 2) access to housing and resources to ensure that housing is 
accessible; and 3) access to transportation to and from the places we need to go. By improving our 
situation in these three areas, we will be able to have a greater impact on other issues, such as social 
recreation, health care, education, and human and civil rights. 

     The thing to realize about these issues is that they are BIG!  They are complicated challenges that 
cannot be addressed overnight. We have worked on these issues for years. To improve employment, 
housing and transportation, we will work together with our natural allies and with new community part-
ners. Together, we can have a greater collective impact if we focus our efforts and programming on a 
common idea. The idea that people with disabilities de-
serve, as do all people, equal access to employment, 
housing and transportation. Let us strive to think about 
the needs of all people and not only the needs of the ma-
jority. 

     Access To Independence will focus on continuing its 
education and advocacy for people with disabilities. How-
ever, we will improve how we listen to our community. 
We will make a greater effort to work together with exist-
ing and new partners. The barriers that we want to break 
down are challenging, but I know that we have a strong, 
connected and motivated community. I know that we are 
Better Together! 

     I want to thank our dedicated Board, staff, volunteers, donors and community partners for all of 
their hard work and continued support. I also invite anyone and everyone who wants to make a differ-
ence to join one of our local coalitions, to advocate, to vote and to participate in this collective impact. 
I invite YOU because we need YOU to make the future accessible for people with disabilities and be-
cause we are better together. 
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Taskforce To 

 Increase Disability  
Employment 

  

Next Meeting : 
  

January 28, 2019 
10:00 - 11:00 am 

   
 All meetings are held at: 

Access To Independence 
26 North Main Street, 

Cortland, NY  
  

  For more information,  
call 607-753-7363, 

or email:  
randerson@aticortland.org.  
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Cortland County 
 Housing Consortium 

 
Next  Meeting : 

  

February 26, 2019 
8:00 - 10:00 am 

  

 All meetings are held at: 

Access to Independence 
26 North Main Street  

Cortland, NY  
 

  For more information,  
call 607-753-7363 

or email: abaier@aticortland.org.  

Social Security  

Beneficiaries Will See 

 Increase in 2019 
The Social Security Administration 
just announced that the Cost of Living 
Adjustment (COLA) for 2019 will be 
2.8%.   For example, if you are re-
ceiving $1200 in SSDI payments per 
month now, your benefit will increase 
to $1234 in January of 2019. 

If you are single and receive Supple-
mental Security Income (SSI) the full 
payment will be $771 per month plus 
an $87 supplement from New York 
State.  Resource limits for SSI will 
stay the same for 2019 ($2000 for a 
single person and $3000 for a cou-
ple). 

Social Security has also increased 
the amount you can receive in earned 
income and still receive SSDI.  In 
2018 you could earn up to $1180 per 
month, and this will increase to $1220 
per month in 2019 for non-blind recip-
ients.  For SSDI recipients who are 
blind, the limit increased from $1970 
to $2040 without penalty. 

If you have any questions on how the 
2019 COLA will affect your benefit for 
2019, call  607-753-7363. 

Medicare Fall Open Enrollment 
By:  Sue Lewis, Independent Living Coordinator 

 

Believe it or not, Fall is here and it’s 
time to check your Medicare cover-
age again.  The enrollment period 
runs from now  through December 7.  
This is the time to look at your Medi-
care coverage and make sure it is 
the right fit for you.  If you decide to 
change any of your coverage, the 
change will take effect on January 1, 

2019. 

You have the option of using regular Medicare (red, white 
and blue card) with a Medicare Part D plan to cover your 
prescriptions or a Medicare Advantage Plan.  The Medicare 
Advantage Plans may have their own Part D plan that you 
will have to accept if you go with their plan.   

If you are looking for a Medicare Advantage Plan, here are 
some questions  you can ask before deciding: 

How much are the premiums, deductibles, and coinsur-
ance/copays? 

What is the annual maximum out-of-pocket costs for the 
plan? 

What service area does this plan cover? 

Are my doctors and hospitals in the plan’s network? 

What are the rules I have to follow to access health care 
services and my drugs? 

Does the plan cover additional health care benefits that 
are not covered by Original Medicare? 

How will this plan affect any additional coverage I may 
have? 

When you are choosing a Part D prescription drug plan, 
you should ask these questions: 

Does the plan cover all the medications I take? 

Does the plan have restrictions on my drugs? 

How much are the monthly premiums? 

How much are my copays for each drug I take? 

Is my pharmacy in the plan’s preferred network? 

Can I fill my prescriptions by mail order? 

If I have retiree coverage, will the Medicare drug plan 
work with it? 

If you are unsure of what plans you need, contact me at  

607-753-7363 for more information.  You can also call and 
make an appointment with the Benefit Specialists at 
Cortland County Area Agency on Aging at 607-753-5060.   
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Spotlight on Founder of Access To Independence 
By: Rachel Anderson, Community Education Coordinator 

    On a warm day in the 1980s, a young woman sat outdoors at a picnic table where her dreams 
and visions sprung forth like butterflies. She dreams of the American promises of “life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness.” Yet, this talented and highly educated 
young woman was unable to find a job. In true American entre-
preneurial spirit, she decided to create a job. Create one she did. 
Not only for herself, but also for others. 
    That young woman was Fran Pizzola. Her dreams and visions 
on that warm spring day would become Access To Independ-
ence. While ATI is celebrating its 20

th
 anniversary this year, this 

anniversary marks 20 years of being incorporated as one of New 
York State’s Independent Living Centers (ILCs). The history of 
ATI actually goes back 32 years, when it started as a grassroots 
organization. It started with one woman’s dream. 
    Fran says that her vision, along with the efforts of the Cortland 
County Accessibility Committee, in 1986 was for Cortland to be 
more accessible for people with disabilities. The new tagline ATI 
unveiled in 2018 for the anniversary celebration – “The future is 
accessible for all people with disabilities” – really brings the agen-
cy “full circle.” Fran says that it took her 14 years of grassroots 
volunteer advocacy to get funding for Access To Independence to 
become a reality and to have a paid staff person.  
   When Access to Independence incorporated in 1998, Fran Pizzola was appointed as the agency’s 
first Executive Director. It was a volunteer position that paid nothing in monetary remuneration until 
2001. Now in 2018, Access has nine paid staff.  
    When Fran was asked what the most significant positive change she has seen in the Cortland 
community in the past 20 years, she attributes it to the dedication of ATI staff. “The position Access 
holds in the community as a place people come because they know we are going to direct them 
where they need to be. If we don’t know it, we will find you help.” Fran is very happy and proud to 
say that she had an influence and played such an integral part in ATI.  
    Fran’s vision for the next 20-year chapter for ATI has not changed since those days back in the 
1980s at a sunny picnic table. “I want Access to continue to fight for life, liberty and the pursuit of 
happiness. Injustice continues in society, people still stuck in nursing homes, limited transportation 
options, a lack of accessible housing, and employment disparity. We need to provide opportunities 
to people with disabilities, to help them get out of the poverty level.”  
    Fran stays true to her passionate roots in advocacy encouraging ATI to continue its efforts in Al-
bany and Washington to change the system so that people with disabilities have the same opportu-
nities as everyone else. Fran explains, “Access itself is a systems change. We started by writing let-
ters to Albany and Washington to be included. It was a fight to get other [Independent Living] Cen-
ters to accept us. The Cortland County Legislature gave us office space to begin with and a letter of 
support.”  
    Fran continues that it is through the advocacy efforts such as “Action Alerts,” letter writing and leg-
islative visits which are critical both to our local center here in Cortland and to the advocacy network 
across the country. Two key functions that began the grassroots efforts and brought awareness to 
the community are education and advocacy. Those roles ring true today and will continue to carry 
Access into the future.    

Above: Fran Pizzola with Rachel Anderson 
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Empowering Our Workforce 
By: Stacee Sholar, Public Relations & Fundraising Coordinator 

    On October 2, at the Center for  the Arts, Access To Independence in partnership 
with the Taskforce to Increase Disability Employment (TIDE) presented its first Em-
ployment Forum. The forum titled “Employment in Cortland County: Empowering 
Our Workforce” shared stories of challenges and suc-
cesses for people with disabilities in the workforce. 
Guest speakers included Connie Mantey from Employ-
ment Connection, Jessica Patterson from Monroe 
Wheelchair and John Robinson from Our Ability.  
Each speaker shared compelling stories in the work-
place as a person with a disability.  
    Connie Mantey asked the audience “What do you 
want to be when you grow up?” Connie is living her 

dream job and gets a tremendous satisfaction in helping someone else do 
the same. It was not always that way. Connie experienced mobility issues 
with her arm and was not able to perform the same duties at her job any-
more. She worked with a job coach at Employment Connection to learn 
new skills and now works for them.  
    Director of Business and Marketing at Monroe Wheelchair, Jessica Pat-
terson, expressed her life changed when she was in a car accident. The result was paraplegia. Jess 
faced years of rehab and questions of what she would do with her life. She celebrates her abilities 
and utilizes her gifts. She started   out as a cashier at Price Chopper during her college years. They 
made accommodations with a stool so she could be at the height level needed to ring out customers. 
This job offered a sense of pride and independence. Jess ventured out to other jobs. From a top per-
forming customer relations person to insurance sales, Jess stayed determined to find her passion. 
Jess’s proudest endeavor was holding the title of Ms. Wheelchair America which brought her to her 
current employment. As she traveled for pageants, she needed sponsors. Jess reached out to Mon-

roe Wheelchair. In turn, she did video presentations for their 
business. Her positive spirit is undeniable and Monroe offered 
her the marketing position. It was not easy but she offered, 
“Every scar has made me who I am.” She encouraged the au-
dience listening to keep going until you find what fits for you. 
She added how important it is for employers to provide accom-
modations.  
   When keynote John Robinson, CEO of Our Ability, which 
provides inclusive workforce and employment consulting, work-
shops and seminars on disability began his presentation, the 
audience was hooked. John commanded the room with a 
strong, honest voice. John is 3’9” tall. He does not have hands. 
His arms stop at his elbows. His lower legs are attached to his 
hips without knees. John began by applauding the first two 
speakers. John addressed the question “What do you want to 
be when you grow up?” John’s dream was to run a TV station. 

He always wanted to be in the media world and headed to 
Syracuse University. After college, the only offer he re-
ceived was for a sales position with 100 percent commis-

sion only pay at a local TV station in Syracuse. He asked the audience, “Do you think I took it?” He 
said yes, I did. “Why?” he said because it was an opportunity. It was an opportunity he didn’t have 
from anywhere else. John shared the biggest barrier people with disabilities face in employment is the 
word No. John  faced  obstacles. He rose to be the top producer in sales through tenacity and talent. 
After 20 years in corporate America, he decided to start his own company to help people with disabili-
ties have opportunities to succeed in employment. John speaks to business leaders, schools, advoca-
cy groups, state leaders and more.  
    For Connie, Jess and John, it is not always easy but through their inspirational stories, they taught 
us to not give up and to challenge yourself to be your best.     

Above: Speakers, Jess Patterson, John Robinson 

Above: Connie Mantey 
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The Impact of Giving 
By Stacee Sholar, Public Relations & Fundraising Coordinator 

    For Access To Independence, the twentieth anniversary year is coming to a close. We look for-
ward to the work ahead for 2019. The past prepares us for the future. Our focus remains to be the 
needs of the people we serve. People with disabilities take pride in attaining independence in their 
life choices, just as anyone. Access takes pride in  being a vehicle to provide the necessary re-
sources to help someone reach this goal. All of which, could not be possible without the support of 
the local community. This holiday season, we say thank you to those who support our mission to 
empower people with disabilities today and who have supported us throughout the past 20 years! 

    As a donor, you make a difference in the lives of others right here in our community.  Access is 
dedicated to preserving our traditions and embracing initiatives that enable people with disabilities 
to achieve their dreams. Facts don’t inspire, people do. Inspiration is the key to taking action. Re-
cently, I met with a donor who asked me, what is a typical day like at Access?  It’s a great question 
because a great deal happens at Access. A typical day is never typical because independence is a 
process that can take months and even years. One day, “Mike” may stop in and is looking for assis-
tance in getting his resume together and uses our computer lab before meeting with our community 
education coordinator to set up a job shadowing opportunity. Another day, “Janet’s” family stops in 
to sign out a wheelchair and shower bench after her surgery because insurance does not cover it. 
On a Thursday, “Glen” calls to find out how he can get an accessible ramp because of an unex-
pected accident that does not allow him to climb stairs anymore.  Other times, we are working with 
someone age 46 confined to a nursing home because of a lack of home health aide workers, lack of 
family support, or not knowing there are other options. We strive to provide quality services and 
these examples are just a tiny glimpse of the stories that make an impact.   

     We are lucky to have a passionate board, volunteers and staff who work tirelessly to provide in-
formation and support to help others. Ultimately, I think there is no real way to adequately communi-
cate how crucial the work is that staff do, because it’s so important. They deliver a message of hope 
in the journey of other’s lives every day. Without compassion or the desire to support others, our 
agency would not be what it is today just as it is not possible without the contributions from our com-
munity.  

    Success is not final and as we embark on the 2019 Make the Future Accessible campaign, we 
have more work to be done. As fortunate as we are to have an independent living center in a rural 
community, it is not about us. It is about the people.  

    We are working to build a community where the future is accessible for all people with disabilities 
and I feel privileged to be part of this meaningful work. Access To Independence needs your en-
couragement and support to continue these efforts. We work hard to develop a culture where do-
nors know this is an investment in your community. 
    I hope you will consider a donation to Access To Independence this giving season. Help us to 
continue to transform lives with honesty, integrity and respect.  

   We are deeply grateful to our loyal donors for their generosity!  
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December Red Carpet Event 
        Access To Independence is excited to host it’s annual fundraising event at the Cortland Rep-
ertory Theatre on Saturday, December 8

th
 from 5:00 to 8:00 pm. This year’s theme is in celebration 

of our 20 years and named “A Night to Shine” Red Carpet Gala.   

       We will host staff, volunteers, Board Members, sponsors and community supporters to an 
evening of amazing food from M & D Deli, cash bar, door prizes, raffles, silent auction and a wine 
pull. A wine pull is a “drawing” for wine. Attendees pay $20 for a wrapped bottle of wine. They will 
pull a numbered cork to see which one they win. Some even have an extra prize attached!  
      New to the event this year is a live DJ. CNY DJ will be spinning tunes and getting people to 
groove to the music. In addition to such a fun evening, the Gala served as a great way to bring do-
nors and longtime supporters together for a great cause. All proceeds benefit resources and advo-
cacy efforts for people with disabilities.  
      The event costs $25 to attend and includes a drink and raffle ticket. You can purchase tickets 

online at aticortland.org/events/gala-celebration or stop into our office at 26 North Main 
Street. Dress is semi-formal.  
       We look forward to an evening of fun and celebration to raise money for  programs and re-
sources for people with disabilities.      

GET YOUR DECEMBER 8, 2018  

RED CARPET EVENT TICKETS TODAY! 

Gratitude the Attitude 
Access To Independence held its annual 
“Gratitude the Attitude” social event on Thurs-
day, November 15. The craft project this year 
was kindness rocks. We painted different de-
signs on rocks to make each one unique. Some 
folks kept their rocks to brighten their day, and 
some folks shared their rocks with other people 
to cheer up someone else. For those that hide 
their rocks in the community, the goal is to bring 
a smile to someone’s day by finding something 
beautiful in an unexpected place.  

In addition to kindness rocks, folks at the Grati-
tude the Attitude event also listened to music, 
ate pizza and played games. The next social 
event at Access To Independence will be the 
Cabin Fever event this winter. Come join the fun!  
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Many Smiles for Disability Mentoring Day (DMD) 2018! 
    Disability Mentoring Day (DMD) was held on Wednesday, October 17, 2018. DMD is a national initi-
ative that is on the third Wednesday of October each 
year. This year, Access To Independence was very 
fortunate to have received a grant from the National 
Grid Foundation to fund all of DMD as well as the 
Youth Transition Event at OCM BOCES as part of 
National Disability Employment Awareness Month 
(NDEAM) in October. 

    Thirty students ages 14-18 from three different 
school districts spent the day shadowing local busi-
ness professionals at their jobs. There were nineteen 
job sites across Cortland County. Each student re-
ceived a certificate for their participation that they 
were able to use to fill a work readiness requirement 
for high school graduation.  

    The morning started with a hearty breakfast at the 
Cortland Elks Lodge. Elijah Fagan-Solis of Youth 
Power! shared his personal story with the students 
inspiring them to reach for their goals and to use your 
mentors to help you along the way. Youth Power! is a 
network of young people in New York State who men-
tor each other based on lived experience with disabil-
ity, LGBTQ, or being part of a system such as foster 
care or juvenile justice. 

    The Cortland Elks Lodge provided each student with a bag lunch to take with them to their worksite 
so that they could maximize the amount of time spent at each business. Students spent an average of 
two hours with employers learning more about what they do.  

    Job shadows, internships, and volunteer connections are services offered year round to both youth 
and adults at Access To Independence.  

Above: Students job shadowing at area businesses. 

VITA Will Be Offering Free Tax Preparation in 2019 

    The VITA (Volunteer Income Tax Assistance) program will be doing taxes again this year for people 
who qualify.   The program will complete your income tax return at no cost to you.  If you made 
$54,000 or less in 2018 you may qualify for this free service.    If you have VITA e-file your taxes and 
you use direct deposit to receive your tax return, you usually get your refund within 10 – 14 days. 

    Every VITA volunteer completes training with the IRS to be able to provide the service.  The VITA 
program will be doing taxes at various sites throughout the county from January until April.  Access to 
Independence is proud to be a host location for the program. 

    There will be more information about locations and contact information direct from the VITA volun-
teers in the near future.  
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Reflections on Access – 20 Years Later 

Aaron Baier, Executive Director Interviews Mary Ewing 
 

     Access To Independence has a rich history. The past 20 
years were full of challenges to overcome and achievements 
as we improved accessibility for people with disabilities. I took 
some time to sit down with Mary E. Ewing, who served as  
Executive Director from 2003 – 2014, to reflect on the Agency’s 
20 years of service to the Cortland  
community.  

     Aaron: When you think about the last 20 years, what 
stands out in your mind? 

     Mary: I think about our beginnings with Fran Pizzola and the founding 
Board of Directors. We were able to raise the funding necessary from lo-
cal contributors to get our first major program up and running. That was 
the SHAPE (Sherriff’s Handicapped Accessible Parking                

                                         Enforcement) program.  That brought a lot of volunteers and allies to 
                                        support our mission. 

     Aaron:  What were some challenges you and ATI faced back in the early 
days? 

     Mary: Funding was always an ongoing challenge. We pursued several grants and were success-
ful in many of them. But, it was a never ending struggle to find money to support our existing pro-
grams and also add new programs that were needed to support people with disabilities. We also 
continually worked to educate elected officials and advocate for the needs of people with disabilities. 

 

     Aaron:  Yes, advocacy is a major part of what ATI does every day! What  
impact have we had over the past 20 years? 

     Mary:  Besides the SHAPE program, we improved sidewalk accessibility in the City of Cortland. 
We worked to have audible crosswalk signals installed and I continue to see them in new locations 
all over the City. We also worked with our allies on the state level, such as NYAIL and NYSILC, 
which allowed us to bring people with disabilities from Cortland County to meet with their represent-
atives in Albany. This level of advocacy brought new voting machines, voter education, youth transi-
tion work readiness, and housing services into Cortland, which we were happy to provide. 

 

     Aaron:  What contributed to the success of ATI’s various programs and  
services? 

     Mary:  All of the people who believed in our mission. People with disabilities have needs and de-
serve to be treated equally and have their needs met. So, we were able to find funding to support 
the programs and services people used every day, and we found community partners to assist us.  
Partnerships were and are very important to successful programs. 

     Aaron:  Thank you, Mary, for taking the time to chat about our history.  

Any final thoughts? 

     Mary:  Employment and education are so important. These are areas I wish I could have done 
more with. People with disabilities need to have opportunities for competitive employment and need 
appropriate education to get them there. I believe this is the key to reaching our vision! 

Above: Mary Ewing 
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The Value of Independence 

By Todd Simmons, Transition Specialist 

    I met Christine when I was the Transition Specialist for Tompkins County, and she was a viable 
candidate for moving back into the community.  I’ve always enjoyed helping folks get out of the 

nursing home and getting their independence back.  Christine had quite a few 
hurdles that needed to be addressed before she could leave.  I rolled up my 
sleeves and got to work. 

    She didn’t have an income at the moment and lacked ‘informal supports’, a 
term that describes having family and/or friends to help you out in a pinch.  
There was documentation that needed to be collected, and all of this proved to 
be quite the challenge.  All the while Christine kept a positive attitude, even 
when there were moments that seemed like she was not ever going to leave 
the nursing home.  I always admired that about her. 

    As things progressed she ended up with a couple of appointments for an 
apartment.  I would use the ATI van to transport her to and from 
these appointments.  A 45-minute drive each way we would talk 
about a variety of different things.  Each of these days were sunny 
and Christine was grateful to be out for a little bit. I remember her 
singing some of the songs on the radio. 

    Things had finally lined up for Christine, and it was moving day.  
I grabbed the ATI van and headed down to pick her up.  She al-
ready had her things packed, so I put everything in the van and 
away we went.  As we pulled out of the parking lot I turned to her 
and said ‘Today is the first day of a new chapter in your life’.   

    The next six weeks or so we worked together getting her ser-
vices in place.  There were always hurdles and challenges in doing 
this and sometimes Christine would get stressed, but then she 
would just say that it’s ‘…all going to work out’.  After she was all 
set with her services I didn’t see her as much, but I would run into 
her when I would do home visits at her building. 

    Over the summer she had reconnected with her daughter 
and was watching her grandson while she worked.  I’d never 
seen her so happy!  I would run into her about five times a month, and she would have a grin from 
ear to ear while her grandson was running around.  I would always stop for a minute and see how 
things were going, and there was a big difference in her mood from when I first met her in the nurs-
ing home.  Her ‘can do’ attitude had paid off, she regained her independence and happiness.  

    Just last week I got the news that she had passed away at home after a brief health issue.  It al-
ways bothers me when we lose someone we are helping, and this really came as a shock to all of 
us who knew her.  The one comfort that I have is that the last months of her life were filled with 
happiness and joy.  That is the reason why I love working at Access to Independence.  That is the 
reason why I wake up every morning, excited to go to work. 

    If you’re in a nursing home or know someone who is, and are interested in transitioning back into 
the community, please do not hesitate to give us a call at 607-753-7363.  

Above: Christine, all smiles, moving in day. 


