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Spotlight Edition: Perspectives from our TJU-KWC interns
Through its 25 years, one of the most rewarding avenues of service for The Kennedy Willis Center on Down Syndrome
has been its work with young human service professionals through internships. The Center is now completing its third annual partnership with the Occupational Therapy program at Thomas Jefferson University, Philadelphia. Graduate students
Sarah Dever and Sydney Smith, under the guidance of OT program director Dr. E. Adel Herge, will finalize their doctoral
capstone projects in April. The students’ work is centered in working with direct care staff to meet the needs of those with
intellectual disabilities and age-onset dementia.
Recently, Brittany Goodrich, director of the Kennedy Willis Center, interviewed doctoral candidates Sarah Dever and
Sydney Smith to learn more about their planned career paths in occupational therapy and human services.
How did you become interested in the Occupational Therapy field?
Sydney: I learned about OT from a family member who is in the field. I shadowed her for several days while I was in high
school and instantly knew this was what I want to do. I especially love the variety of areas occupational therapists can work
in, with many different populations across the lifespan.
Sarah: I first became interested in occupational therapy in high school. I started a Special Olympics Unified Sports club
at my school. I played soccer and basketball with my classmates who had intellectual and physical disabilities. I talked with
them and their parents about their life experiences. Many of them said how beneficial occupational therapy had been, and
after some research I realized it was the career for me. I continued working with Special Olympics Unified Sports through
college, as well as other volunteer opportunities. All these experiences solidified my decision to go into OT.
What past experiences have you had with individuals with disabilities? How has Pathfinder been able to support you in
working with different client-populations?
Sydney: I had some past experience working with adults with intellectual disabilities in my first year at Jefferson, as a
fieldwork student at an adult day program. I think that working with Pathfinder residents has taught me a lot more about
the population, especially in regard to aging.

TJU graduate student Sarah Dever visits with Sean M. and
DSP Brittany Harty at Wharton House, while TJU student
Sydney Smith plays hoop with Joe B. at the Pathfinder Gym.
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Doctoral candidate Sarah Dever and Dr. Adel Herge present
to Pathfinder’s DSP 3.0 class during a recent in-person
training session on aging care strategies.

Sarah: During my fieldwork rotations, I worked at a day program. Unfortunately with COVID, most of the group work was
virtual. However, I was able to go to peoples’ homes for wheelchair repairs and other referrals from the doctor. We also would
have individuals come to the clinic for appointments. My experience at Pathfinder has enriched my learning about working with
individuals and has given me a new perspective on working with direct care staff in managing challenging behaviors.
Describe your capstone project and the activities you are supporting Pathfinder and the Kennedy Willis Center with?
Sydney: I completed an assessment with Pathfinder to determine the needs of aging residents’ families. It started with conducting focus groups with Pathfinder’s senior leaders and house managers. A survey was then sent to the families of aging
residents or those with dementia to hear their perspectives. I am analyzing the results and hope to create a library of resources
so families may access information in areas they want to know more about.
Sarah: I helped implement Jefferson Elder Care’s Skills2Care-ID program with one of the Direct Support Professionals. This
program assists caregivers who are encountering difficulties through the presentation of challenging behaviors by people with
dementia. Through our eight sessions, we problem-solved to develop helpful strategies. I not only collaborated with the DSP, but
I also worked with the whole interdisciplinary team to help the person take part in daily activities with greater ease.
What interests or hobbies do you have outside of Occupational Therapy?
Sydney: I like trying different types of crafting and art. I’ve dabbled in painting, sewing, knitting, and woodburning— with
various levels of success. Recently I’ve gotten into painting greeting cards. I also enjoy reading; I’m trying to find more time to
read for fun, which can be tricky to do as a busy student.
Sarah: I enjoy hiking, playing basketball, and wake surfing. Any activity that will get me outside and moving will provide a
welcomed break from the work of grad school!
Of the experiences you’ve had with Pathfinder and the Center, what has been the most informative or intriguing?
Sydney: I loved visiting Pathfinder in person! Seeing the homes really helped me understand the incredible work being done
at Pathfinder and it was a great learning experience. We got to meet so many wonderful residents and staff members and it was a
highlight of my doctoral experience!
Sarah: The most intriguing ... the conversations we had with senior leaders and house managers about Village needs. It was
interesting to see how each group had slightly different opinions based on the roles they have. Each group gave us great insights
that I will take with me in addressing my future clients’ needs.
What will you remember most from your partnership with Pathfinder and the Kennedy Willis Center?
Sydney: Definitely the people! We have had wonderful mentors, and everyone has been so kind and helpful. I’ll also have
very fond memories of our visits, how beautiful the area is, and how delicious the food at the Bakery was!
Sarah: I will remember how welcoming everyone was when we went to visit. Everyone answered any questions we had and let
us immerse ourselves into the culture of the Village. I will also remember the knowledge and skills I have gained from getting to
work with a resident, a DSP, and the whole interdisciplinary team. Having the opportunity to hear different professionals’ opinions and approaches to a problem was eye-opening and has helped me approach my work with other clients differently.
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A case study: Improving care for families through collaboration
The ongoing partnership between The Kennedy Willis Center and LIFEPlan CCO NY, has led to expanded
opportunities to support aging individuals with Down syndrome in upstate New York. The agencies share
knowledge and resources on aging and dementia, improve care coordination, and enhance person-centered
care across all settings. The partnership ultimately benefits families and direct care staff.
After attending the Center’s Aging and Down Syndrome webinar last October, one Capital District family contacted the KWC
for an independent “Circle of Support” meeting and screening
assessment. After several meetings, a summary with recommendations and sample strategies was provided to the family and
case manager to ameliorate specific challenges the aging person
is experiencing.

“The Center helped our team discuss
options for support, receive links for
future support, and collaborate in the
best interests of my member.”

“The Center helped our team discuss options for support, receive links for future support, and collaborate in
the best interests of my member,” said Toni Caldwell, a care manager with LIFEPlan CCO. “There is a need for
more information for families about how someone with Down syndrome ages mentally and physically, and the
supports out there for families and caregivers. Knowing the early signs of dementia is essential.”
“I would recommend the Center to other care managers and families,” she concluded. “It is a good start to
have an agency that specializes in one area; the more we can meet and share resources, the better it can be.”
To learn more about aging-specific supports, please contact the Kennedy Willis Center
today at (607) 965-2046. Many of these services and resources are free to individuals and families.

Growing new leaders in direct care
Advancements in person-centered care and the intellectual disabilities field
are impacted by workforce supports, mentoring, and educational opportunities
for frontline staff. Through the Center’s activities, Pathfinder Village is building
its staff capacities: Graduates of Pathfinder’s first Direct Support Professional
3.0 class have started a new series of classes focused on leadership and enhanced
skills.
Over the coming months, the DSP 3.0 staff will complete coursework in
“Collaborative Teams,” “Strategies to Support Participation in Valued Activities,”
“Data Documentation,” and “Advocacy & Family Communication.” The quarterly learning modules include a facilitated course overview, applied learning
assignments, and 1:1 mentoring sessions. The group will also help refine DSP
recruitment messaging, new hire orientation materials, and assist with recurring clinical meetings.
“The success of the tiered-employment model is critical to building more
and new leaders across the Village,” said Center Director Brittany Goodrich.
“Since the development of this training program, two DSP 3.0 graduates have
been promoted to house manager positions.”
“The DSP 3.0 program has helped me in many ways,” said new Chenango
House Manager Brittany Bond. “Working with Dr. Herge and the graduate
students from Thomas Jefferson University has been a fun and informative
experience. The way I think now is much different from eight years ago when
I started in direct care. My biggest focus is to make sure the residents are
happy, doing things they love.”
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Stronger Together
We hope you enjoy this edition of the Kennedy Willis Center’s newsletter. Our theme highlights the collaborative work
that is being accomplished to improve best-care strategies and supports for aging individuals with Down syndrome and
other disabilities, their family members, and direct care professionals, both at Pathfinder Village and in the greater
community.
As families and providers everywhere face challenges from the lack
of aging resources, the Center is leveraging its 25-years of accomplishments to lead in this space. With partnerships among noted experts in
the disability field with specialized clinical backgrounds, our focus is
to build knowledge, teach skills, develop tools and resources, and help
others build relationships that will inform person-centered aging care
across all settings.
Additionally, the Center continues to offer support in the areas of
advocacy, private case management services, life planning services, and
provides oversight for all undergraduate, graduate, and volunteer experiences at Pathfinder Village, including observation fieldwork, internships, and capstone experiences with many academic institutions.
Thank you for your continued support of the Center’s work.

Brittany Goodrich
Director, The Kennedy Willis Center on Down Syndrome

Center Director Brittany Goodrich and Grant S. enjoy
the ice cream social hosted last fall by Council Rock,
Pathfinder Village’s self-advocacy group.

