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Work, life skills and recreation program helps
Wisconsin youth make the transition into community

by the Wallace Group

11

At the stables in River Falls, Wis., parent and stable owner

Mary Lou Stuesser, left, works with Lauren Hallbeck,
center, and ProAct Case Manager Stephanie Briggs,
who stands on a ramp used to board the horses.

With the encouragement of
a group of Wisconsin parents
of young adults with disabili-
ties, ProAct has created a new
program that combines work,
life skills training and recre-
ation called “Life Opportuni-
ties,” a highly active and mo-
bile effort to serve recent tran-
sition program graduates from
Hudson High School and oth-
ers in the area.

“The most important com-
ponent is that it’s all in the
community and it’s based in
the community,” said Carolyn
Dobis, director of programs
and services for Eagan-based
ProAct. Horseback riding,
meal preparation and house-
keeping, warehouse packag-
ing work, healthy eating and
fitness activities are just a few
of the program features.

The ultimate goal is to help
people with disabilities to lead
more fulfilling and productive
lives. Multiple sites in River
Falls and Hudson are used to
maintain a busy routine with a
great deal of variety for the
eight individual group mem-
bers, aged 21 and older.

Jeff Hallbeck, who has a
daughter in the program, em-
ploys the participants in a vari-
ety of tasks at his restaurant
supply business, SORSA in
Hudson. After finding out how
limited the post-high school
employment prospects were for
his daughter, Lauren, he began
meeting with other parents and
teachers from Hudson High

“We met weekly, planning
what kind of program would
benefit ourdaughterand Lou's
(Mary Lou Stuesser) daugh-
ter,” said Hallbeck. “We felt
that ProAct had the resources
to come over to St. Croix
County and run it.” The dis-
tributor of restaurant products

Manager Stephanie Briggs and
human service technician
LeAnn Mergens, the pro-
gram’s primary staff members.
“These two are hard workers
and do a really good job of
working together,” said
Stuesser. “Notany two people
could make this work and they
truly have.” Stuesser helped
set up buildings at the stables
to be used forlife skills classes,
meals and other recreational
functions. These include in-
door and outdoor riding are-
nas, a furnished and insulated
outbuilding with a deck over-
looking the riding area and a
separate kitchen and family
room area for meals and other
programming.

A portion of the startup costs
for Life Opportunities was
covered by a grant from the
Andersen Corporate Founda-
tion. Support from Hudson
High School has been ongo-

ProAct participants and staff work together at SORSA in udsorl,

ing, with a great deal of input
from teacher Jim Schreiber,
who was involved in the plan-
ning meetings.

“I just wanted to have an-
other option for these kids to
2o to,” he said. “That’s what
my main intention was,” said
Schreiber, who often visits the
stables on his own time. As a
primary teacher for many of
the program participants for
the past four to six years,
Schreiber had an equal inter-
est in seeing his students suc-
ceed. He works with children
and young adults with cogni-
tive disabilities.

Briggs said participants have
become happier and healthier
through their involvement in
Life Opportunities. Some use
adaptive equipment to perform
everyday tasks. One individual
chooses phrases on aspeaking
device to let others know his
thoughts and needs.

Wis. From left are

Jessica Stuesser, Case Manager Stephanie Briggs, Lauren Hallbeck, Jamie Olson,
Kyle Glowe, Ben Feia, human service technician LeeAnn Mergens and Matt Harper.

hopes to attract other area busi-
nesses to employ people from
Life Opportunities.

Stuesser, who operates the
stables in River Falls, where
the participants ride horses
twice a week, works closely
alongside the animals andrides
with a young man who uses a
wheelchair. The activity helps
people with physical disabili-
ties to stretch and work muscles
that they might not otherwise
use.

She was especially im-
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River Falls, Wisconsin, Matt Harper enjoys therapeutic
riding with help from stable owner Mary Lou Stuesser

Mergens, who has 20 years
work experience in the dis-
abilities field, drives the
ProAct bus across a wide area
to pick up participants, and
provides direct care during the
day. The structure lends itself
to a high energy levels and the
group meshes well, the staff
members explained. From
meal preparation to cleaning
and laundry, most of the ser-
vices associated with the pro-
gram are performed by the
participants themselves. Stu-
dents from the University of
Wisconsin- River Falls may
also be helping with the pro-
gram soon.

As some participants sort
SORSA dinnerware by size
and color on workdays to earn
paychecks, others run a paper

shredder to dispose of docu-
ments. Later, at the Hudson
YMCA, they take part in
weight training, basketball and
swimming. Each function of-
fers another opportunity for
personal growth.

“It means the world to me to
see this program working and
succeeding,” said Hallbeck. “I
don’t know what these young
adults would do- sit around
and watch TV?”

ProActis anonprofitcorpo-
ration which has served the
needs of people with disabili-
ties and other challenges for
more than 35 years. With fa-
cilities in Eagan, Red Wing
and Zumbrota, ProAct serves
people from the Twin Cities,
southern MN and western W1.
]

A GREAT RESOURCE!
DirectAbility.com

DirectAbility is a comprehensive,
ever-expanding, award-winning, Internet direc-
tory devoted to disability-related products,
services, resources and information throughout
the state. Online at www.directability.com.

MEDICA.




