
Don’t miss ProAct Golf Classic - August 18
FABULOUS HASTINGS COUNTRY CLUB
SPONSORSHIP OPPORTUNITIES
GREAT PRIZES

LIVE AUCTION AND RAFFLE
GOURMET DINNER
REGISTER ONLINE AT PROACTINC.ORG

Enjoy lunch, golf and dinner.

One is an Army 
warrior, the other battles 
dishes in a kitchen, but 
each has had to wrestle 
with disabilities, and is 
reconnecting with the other.

ProAct consumer Jolene 
Wiita’s son, John Mullen, 22, 
was an Army machine gunner in 
Afghanistan for just 80 days, in 
June 2011, before he stepped on 
an improvised explosive device 
(IED).  He lost both legs below 
the knees, permanently injured 
his hand and suffered a mild 
brain injury.  The Twin Cities 
native recently returned from 
Washington D.C. for a week 
to see his mother and extended 
family.

Wiita, who has lived with 
disabilities for most of her life, is an example 
of what someone can do with the right help.  
She’s the primary dishwasher at Panera in 

Woodbury, and is closing in on eight years 
on the job.  “They tell her all the time that 
they can’t live without her,” said ProAct Case 
Manager Stephanie Osman, who said Wiita 

has found her spot, her niche.  She no 
longer comes to ProAct as a secure 
hub; she goes directly from home to 
work.  She’s also very involved with 
her family.

The recovery for her son, 
John, progressed quickly.  Just six 
months after the explosion, he was up 
and walking with prosthetics.  He’s 
even learned to drive a car using the 
artifi cial legs.

Mullen’s brain injury is 
described as mild, but one arm 
was shattered, part of his thumb 
amputated and he took some shrapnel 
through the back of the hand.  A 
couple of fi ngers have nerve damage 
but he’s still able to shoot a camera for 
his photography business.

For the soldier, a reminder of 
his good fortune is worn on his arm, 

in the form of a metal bracelet stamped with 

It’s a tale of two 
families, each with a son 
with different disabilities, 
and each enthralled by the 
match they’ve made with 
ProAct.

Christopher O’Connor, 22, 
who needs a high level of care, has 
traveled the world with his parents, 
Chris and Mari.  His father’s work 
as a foreign service offi cer led 
him to places including Ireland, 
Portugal, the Netherlands and 
Canada. Chris then retired to Mari’s 
native Minnesota.

Intense research led the 
family to Red Wing, with its good 

foundation of social services 
and thorough integration of 
people with disabilities in the 
community.  Mari’s mother 
lives in Winona, so the location 
was central.

Their son attends ProAct 
in Zumbrota.  “My biggest 
issues were that I wanted him 
to be happy and safe.  That’s 
happened,” said Mari.  One of 
her main goals was to have 
needed services in place so 
their son would be supported 
after his parents pass on.

“He is a prince among 
princes,” said Mari.  “He 

“The World On Time” is the 
tagline for FedEx, and one man 
from ProAct is helping to make that 
happen at the ground level.

Hajji (last name withheld by request) 
is a package handler for FedEx Ground at 
its terminal in Mahtomedi.

The former Eagan Day Training and 
Habilitation consumer was offered two jobs 
after working on many group employment 
sites and in-center at ProAct.  Hajji would 
often wear a dress shirt and tie, even for 
janitorial duties, explains his case manager, 
Dennis Transue, and he’s quite social.

He’s made the transition from people 
to parcels, however, and increased his 
speed.  Charged with unloading his own 
truck, he now handles four of them, fi ve 
days a week, and scans items electronically 
to assure they’re enroute to the right 
destination.

Safety is 
central to this job, 
and employees have 
a meeting each 
day before work, 
Hajji explains.  
The freight belts 
he uses need to be 
hung up so people 
don’t trip on them.  
Additionally, there 
are procedures for 
handling hazardous 
materials, and for 
safe loading and 
unloading.

 To help 
Hajji get his foot 
in the door, ProAct 
vocational specialist 
Anthony Moe 

trained Hajji for interviews.  
But he learned one of his 
most important work skills 
on a ProAct packaging 
job.  “I have to do it how 
they want it done,” he 
said, repeatedly.  Boxes, 
for instance, are staggered 
in different directions 
for greater stability in 
the trucks.  “It’s good 
responsibility to learn a lot 
of things.  I love to learn,” 
he said.

FedEx rewards Hajji 
and others with frequent 
raises, at six months, nine 
months and one year. 

“I’m really grateful 
for what they (ProAct) did 
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After a lengthy respite from all but one 
Panera restaurant, ProAct workers are 
welcomed back to Panera Bread in Eagan.  

RED WING, PRESCOTT FAMILIES FIND SERVICE MATCH IN PROACT

PANERA WORKER, VETERAN SON THRIVING WITH DISABILITIES

JOB INDEPENDENCE MEETS ‘THE WORLD ON TIME’

Volunteer work is bringing 
Sophie Newman closer to her 
passion for horses.  Since October, 
twice a month, she fed, groomed 
and cleaned up after the two horses 
at Rosewood Horse Farm in Inver 
Grove Heights.  

ProAct Program Coordinator 
Charlotte Eastin helped her fi nd the 
volunteer opportunity.  Newman’s brother 
and sister-in-law paid for winter clothing 
for her from a hunting outlet, and she was 
ready for the adventure.

Early morning chores involve 
feeding the horses, readjusting the nets of 
hay untied by the colt, cleaning up manure 
in the feeding area and spending time 
with some puppies.  Newman also added 
brushing and grooming to her list of duties.  

Her favorite horse, Goldie, was 
pregnant and had a fi lly in April.  Farm 
owner Bo Vujovich welcomes Sophie.  
“It is great to have her help.  I am usually 
doing all the chores myself so it is 
wonderful to have her around,” he said.

As an added bonus, Newman helped 
socialize a litter of 11 carefully bred, 
German shepherd puppies.  Over time, 
all but three were sold.  Their manner and 
markings made them the pick of the litter to 
be trained for performances at dog shows.  
Growing up with many dogs developed 
Sophie’s love for animals and caring for 
their daily needs.   

A trip to see family at a North Dakota 
farm was where she was fi rst charmed by 
horses.  They were friendly and fond of her 
candy.  This began her dream to care for 
the beautiful, large animals.  The local farm 
was started after a career and life change 
for Vujovich.  She followed her passions, 
to raise and show German shepherds, and 
to raise and race thoroughbred horses.  
Goldie’s Dear Fay, now 5 years old, was 
the second foal born at Rosewood, and 
is now a multiple allowance winner at 
Canterbury Downs.

THE ‘MANE’ THING: 
VOLUNTEER FUN

See Mom and vet drive on, page 2

Above Christopher O’Connor, his father, Chris, and his mother, are newly 
settled in Red Wing and connect with ProAct’s day program in Zumbrota.  
Below, Jacob Montoya, left, is learning to read and interact better with his 
parents, Kevin and Bernice Clement, at their Prescott, Wis. home.

See Package handler, page 2

Hajji went from a mix of group jobs and 
in-center work to full-time employment at 
a FedEx Ground distribution center.

Sweet return to Panera site

Jolene Wiita and her Army son, John, had a weeklong homecoming 
together complete with fi shing, a trip to the Mall of America and other 
stops, but one of the fi rst on the list was a visit to Panera in Woodbury, 
where she has washed dishes for nearly eight years.  More dishes and  
stress have not discouraged her.

See Families, page 2



Students of 
NASCAR racing in 
Eagan recently took 
in a special visit 
from a real race car 
driver, Roger Egan.

The multi-
talented racer shared his 
equipment, some racing 
basics, his story and a 
handout about fl ags. 

“The goal to be able to watch 
NASCAR and know something about it,” 
said class instructor David Wentzlaff.  They 
cover the history, dramatic crashes, the fl ag 
system and other racing details. 

Egan, a former ProAct employee, is 
securing sponsors 
and racing in multiple 
venues, including 
super trucks, stock 
cars and go-carts. He’s 
nearly full-time, and 
got a “late start” in 
racing, at age 22.

He is a native 
of the U.K., was a 
rookie of the year in 
2005 and has won four 
championships.  

“Some people 
go where the sponsor 

takes them.  That’s me,” he said.
In his short time in the sport, he’s seen 

changes to increase safety, and made some 
of his own.  After a minor rear end accident 
that forced his head forward, Egan started 
wearing a mouth guard.  He also displayed 
an apparatus that keeps each driver’s head 

in a fi xed position for 
greater safety in case of 
an accident.  Instead of 
turning the head, mirrors 
are used and spotters 
up high communicate 
track action to drivers via 

radio.
Wentzlaff 

said that learning 
more about racing 
gets people actively 
involved and makes 
for a more well-
rounded life.

the name of the Army medic who saved his 
life.  After his bleeding at the legs was under 
control, medic Mark Downer discovered 
another source of major blood loss and acted 
quickly.  Downer was killed just a few weeks 
later.  “I live it (my life) in his honor, in a 
way, because without him ... he’s the one 
who fi gured out my arm was bleeding,” said 
Mullen.  

After saving his life, the Army 
contacted Mullen’s father, who was in 
Kandahar, Afghanistan driving trucks for 
the Army.  He was fl own to his son’s side.  
The injured soldier was taken to Germany 
and then to Walter Reed National Military 
Medical Center in Maryland.

Disabilities aren’t all that this mother 
and son have in common.  Neither seems 
to have the capacity to give up.  As her 

son learned to walk again, Wiita was 
focused on her diffi cult path toward 
independent employment. “If ProAct 

were to lose the job site, I could 
work independently,” she said, 
noting that she’s improved her 
performance.

Wiita’s ability to push 
herself fi nds its outlet in load 
counts through the dishwashing 
machine.  On a Thursday before 
her break, she put through 121 
loads, beating her prior record 
of 120, and that Friday, she hit 
129.  The dish deluge at Panera 
in Woodbury happens on the 
city’s “garage sale day,” a rare 
occasion when Wiita can’t get 
all the dishes through before her 
shift ends.

Longtime ProAct Site 
Supervisor Janelle Valentini said Wiita has 
changed a lot since she started here, is more 
assertive and asks for help when she needs it.  
“She’s not afraid of taking on more,” said the 
supervisor.  “I think she likes a challenge.”

Pulling garbage bags, fi lling creamers, 

cleaning off shelves and stocking the lemons 
are a few of the extras Wiita tackles.  “She 
seems to be a really good fi t,” said Valentini.  
After working with her, the supervisor’s 
respect for dishwashers took a giant leap.  
Dish laborers are on their feet for hours, 
generally in one spot, and Wiita has had 

her share of leg and foot problems, said 
Valentini.  “Not only does she keep up, she 
gets through the pain and tries not to focus 
on it, knowing that it’s part of the job.”

And, that job is important to her, 
explains Valentini.  When Wiita is off work 

for a period, sometimes 
she’ll come back a day 
or two early because she 
misses her coworkers. 

Wiita’s son may not 
miss the battlefi eld, but it is 
the place where his photo 
career got its start.  Mullen 

presented photos he took 
while in Afghanistan to his 
battalion commander while 
in recovery at Walter Reed 

and the Army decided to display them at Fort 
Drum in upstate New York.  Mullen later 
took a workshop and entered a professional 
photography program at Boston University.  
Much of his photo work is for corporate 
clients.

An original play written 
by the ProAct Playhouse cast 
provided yet another opportunity 
to share their message with the 
outside world.

“Obstacle Course: Welcome to 
Our World,” brought a group of 16 
individuals and two staff members 
together for 24 rehearsals and one 
performance.  All 16 people help tell 
the story, the struggle, and the strength 
involved to overcome obstacles that 
stand in the way of their dreams, 
explains Case Manager Matt Briggs.

The May production at Easter Lutheran 
Church in Eagan touched on topics including 
equal employment, romance and confl icts.  

Consumer and actress Heidi 
Magnusson said she enjoyed the practices, 
and grew up around the stage and acting 
as her mother was a costumist.  She’s tried 
improvisation and ballet.  

Another actress, Rachel McKinley, 
said this play would be the most diffi cult 
as her late father, who would always come, 
would not be there.  “I’ll have to work extra 

hard in his memory,” she said.
Consumers performed before a 

backdrop of creative cast member portrait 
shots.  

This summer is beginning on 
a high note, with reports of strong 
consumer satisfaction with the services 
we offer and bright prospects for our 
future.  Demand for services offered 
by ProAct is high and we will work 
diligently to exceed the expectations of 
the individuals that chose us to provide 
support in achieving their goals. 

We are also pleased by the support 
we are receiving from the community 
and the Minnesota Department of 
Transportation 
(MnDOT).  The 
annual Tapemark 
Charity Pro-Am 
golf tournament 
is contributing a 
part of its proceeds 
to support ProAct 
services for people 
with developmental disabilities.  

In addition, the Eagan Lions Club 
has provided ProAct with a generous 
contribution of $10,000 to support our 
recycling projects.  I am also pleased 
to report that MnDOT awarded a grant 
to purchase a wheelchair equipped 

bus for transporting the people we 
serve.  The vast majority of them do not 
drive; therefore transportation is a very 
important factor for them to receive 
services from ProAct.  The MnDOT 
grant requires a 20 percent matching 
contribution, which we are happy to do.  

This is all before ProAct’s only 
fundraising event of the year, the 
ProAct Golf Classic, which will be 
held at the Hastings Country Club on 
Monday, August 18.  It promises to be 
a wonderful event, with golf, a gourmet 
meal and great fellowship. We can 
always accommodate more golfers.  I 
look forward to seeing many of you 
there.  

As we progress through the year I 
wish to thank all of you for your support.  
I know that ProAct could not be 
successful without you.  We will work 
hard to be a credit to the community.  

Enjoy our short, but satisfying 
summer!

From the President...
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PROACT PLAYHOUSE TACKLES LIFE ISSUES

“Obstacle Course: Welcome to Our World” was written 
and performed by the cast.

A dedicated 
ProAct supporter, the 
Eagan Lions Club, 
has made a $10,000 
donation toward 
ProAct’s growing 
recycling programs. 

The club has 
a long history of 
contributions, with past 
donations providing 
transportation for more than 
1,000 ProAct participants.  
The latest gift will impact the 
more than 150 participants 
who work in the nonprofi t’s 
recycling operations.  

The contribution will 
help provide large sorting 
bins, tables, a baler and 
routine vehicle maintenance 
for the “Message in a Bottle” 
can and bottle collection 
and processing program.  
“The Eagan Lion’s Club 
has been a generous partner 
through the years, and this 
contribution gives a needed 
boost to a program that 
clients really enjoy, and 
makes a lot of sense,” said 
ProAct President and CEO Steven Ditschler.

Additional contributions include 
$2,000 from the Hudson Rotary Club 
to assist with birdseed wreath projects 
at ProAct.  The 
club has supported 
the project in past 
years. 

And, a 
$1,000 gift was 
facilitated by 
board member Jim Louwagie and 

the “Pay it Forward” campaign with Bell 
State Bank & Trust and Bell Mortgage.  
The company contributed $1.5 million 
to various causes in 2013 and nearly $5 
million since the program began in 2008.

Mom and vet drive on, from page 1

DONORS SUPPORT PROACT, RECYCLING

NASCAR CLASS FEATURES RACE DRIVER

Mullen’s girlfriend, Gemma d’Eustachio, joined him for a tour of his mother’s 
workplace at Panera, where she introduced most of the staff members and talked 
about her job.  At right is one of the name tags Jolene created for a coworker.

Racer Roger Egan shows his 
helmet to Greg Dehler, who tried 
on Egan’s racing suit, which is 
fire resistant.  Egan had plenty of sponsor logo 
stickers to pass out to the engaged ProAct crowd.

to give me a chance, sticking by me and 
helping me ... I was stubborn, you know,” 
said Hajji.  The package handler 
said he really likes his coworkers, 
who are respectful.

 Supervisors are noticing 
this man’s performance, as the 
ProAct worker was asked to come 
in earlier to work.  He’s not the 
only person with a disability.  One 

coworker is partly deaf.  To talk to him, 
Hajji’s boss said to stand on his left side.

Though he’s typically at the terminal, 
he’s also had the chance to interact 
with some FedEx Ground customers 
while serving as a driver helper during 
the Christmas season. 

Hajji recently returned to 
ProAct to thank several staff members 
who prepared him for his fi rst 
independent job.

Package handler, from page 1

is used to being treated like a loved and 
cherished person and ProAct has done that for 
us,  which makes us very comfortable to send 
him off each day to his day program.”  On one 
occasion, Mari came to Zumbrota and found a 
ProAct staff member rubbing her son’s feet.

Traveling up the Mississippi River, 
ProAct’s Red Wing Day Training and 
Habilitation program has made a well 
grounded connection with the Clement family 
and their son, Jacob Montoya, 23.  As a young 
adult, he needed training in social skills, and 
had a hard time adapting to change, said his 
mother, Bernice.  

Jacob has a cognitive disability, a very 
rare form of epilepsy.  When he was fi rst 

injured, a physician told her to put Jacob in 
a hospital and visit him on weekends as his 
quality of life “wouldn’t be much.” Bernice 
wouldn’t accept it, and instead sought help 
for him from early childhood programs and 
speech therapy.

She and her husband, Kevin, learned 
that ProAct has a comprehensive program.  “I 
had thought at fi rst, this was a place for him to 
work, learn a skill,” she said.  “I realized later 
on, they’re helping him to create a life.”

The mother was recently brought to 
tears of joy when she listened to her son 
interact with a new friend on the phone as if 
neither person has a disability.  And Jacob left 
his mother shocked when he started reading 
sentences, a skill he learned through a class at 
ProAct.

Families, from page 1

Eagan consumers received racing gifts and posed for a photo to send to 
NASCAR promoters.

Board member Jim Louwagie, left, CEO 
Steve Ditschler and Board Chair Terry 
McCloughan.CHECK OUT FACEBOOK.COM/PROACTINC

Message in a Bottle 
container



Cameron Wilson, 16, is one 
of several teens from Towerview 
Alternative School who tried their 
hand on the production fl oor at 
ProAct in Red Wing.

A new connection with the school 
initiated by ProAct Production Manager 
Jim Bohmbach opened doors for a number 
of students for paid positions, and helped 
ProAct through a busy period.  “We needed 
a lot of help,” said Bohmbach, who has 
coached baseball with an instructor from the 
school, Ben Slagle.

The instructor chronicled the students’ 
reactions and shared several with People 
Achieving.  First, students didn’t know what 
to expect at ProAct, but realized they can 
treat people with disabilities like everyone 
else.  Many were surprised at how well 
ProAct consumers did their jobs and without 

assistance.  They recognized this group 
needed to make a living, and have a lot of 
fun.  Each of the students had a positive 
experience at ProAct, Slagle explained.

Wilson’s parents were urging her 

to fi nd a job, and she was looking.  She 
impressed Bohmbach by asking great 
questions.  

The student shows complete respect to 
ProAct consumers, and staff members saw 

this right away, Bohmbach said.
She had some exposure to people with 

disabilities in the community, and her mother 
works as a nurse.  

“We think it’s a good match for us,” 
said Bohmbach, who has coached dozens of 
young people in the past.  Listing off the jobs 
she has worked on and her new skill sets, the 
manager said ProAct’s goal is always to hire 
people like Wilson.

She’ll be fi nishing high school in a 
couple of years.  “She’s got to be a kid yet,” 
he said.  Slagle said students gained not only 
factory and social skills, but they learned 
empathy, the kind he hopes would give them 
needed experience and help them grow as 
people.

Wilson joins another student, 
Adamantia Everett, this summer on the 
ProAct work fl oor.

Chasing perfection, surveys 
reveal ProAct strengths
         Some 96 percent of respondents to 
ProAct’s latest stakeholder survey said 
the organization meets or exceeds their 
expectations.

The electronic survey was one of 
three offered by the organization to gather 
feedback from those who regularly interact 
with the nonprofi t.  

The group moved even closer to 
perfect when asked if ProAct staff treat 
them with “respect, helpfulness and 
courtesy.”  More than 97 percent said 
ProAct meets or exceeds expectations in 
this area.

Lean training helps 
promote effi ciency

‘Art Crawl’ features ProAct 
products, consumers

The Saint Paul Art Crawl welcomed 
ProAct this spring, after the nonprofi t was 
invited by a Washington County social 
worker, explains Jen Cavalier, production 
manager and recycling coordinator.  

Showcasing and selling products 
made by people with disabilities, ProAct 
joined about 50 artists at the Union Depot.  
Multiple staff members covered shifts, as 
did consumer artists Kathy Field and David 
Severson.  Sales were good from ProAct’s 
“primo spot,” and Saturday traffi c alone was 
more than 4,000 people, Cavalier said.
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PROACT BRIEFS:
Parts for Vikings stadium

Large bolts 
and washers 
destined for use in 
the new Minnesota 
Vikings stadium are 
being assembled by 
ProAct individuals 
in Eagan.  Some 
have even requested 
to work on the job 
to leave their mark 
on the billion dollar 
structure. 

Consumer advisory group 
gathers input, assists leaders

The pulse of ProAct’s consumer 
population is taken frequently by members 
of the Consumer Advisory Committee in 
Eagan, who meet to suggest changes and 
improvements.

They’re also available to remind 
people about the rules ProAct has in place 
to keep people safe.  “Sometimes it’s better 
that they hear the rules from their peers 
than from the case managers,” said CAC 
member Brianna Lahti.  She had reminded 
one fellow consumer that clients are not 
allowed to share food, for example.

Members help choose the foods 
offered in snack machines, talk about 
doorways and access and other safety 
issues.  Those not pictured include: Wade 
Flynn, Tiffany Norton and Kim Turcott.

Banquets to recognize achievements
Red Wing/Hudson/
Zumbrota– October 17
Treasure Island, Red Wing

Eagan/Hudson–
October 3
Prom Center, Oakdale

ProAct Board of Directors:  
Chuck DeNet, Paul Kramp, Mary Ellen Leary, 
Larry Lehman, Jim Louwagie, Teri McCloughan, 
Dr. Barbara Rebhuhn, Marty Stapleton,  
DeDe Wanzek and Jon Wilbrecht.   

RESPECTFUL TEENS GAIN WORK, SOCIAL SKILLS, EMPATHY ON RED WING PRODUCTION FLOOR

Cameron Wilson is one of several teenagers from Towerview Alternative School who worked on 
ProAct’s production fl oor in Red Wing during a rush period.  The school’s morning hours allowed 
students to work from 1 to 4 p.m.

As his fellow Kwik Trip 
employees help people at the register 
and make fresh coffee, Shawn Theis 
handles tote containers of packaged 
foods, rotates stock and keeps Red 
Wing’s Burnside area location and its 
grounds tidy.

He covers the extra 
tasks that some forget about, 
and does a great job with it, 
said Store Leader Melissa 
Mason.  “Everyone gets along 
with him great, so it’s nice 
having him here.”

After just a week of job 
coaching early this year, the 
new employee was off and 
running on his own.  Theis 
came to ProAct in Red Wing 
in 2009 and worked on crews 
at the Bic facility and at 
Sylvander Heating.  Before 
coming to the nonprofi t, he 
worked in recycling for a 
year.  

“ProAct has been 
working very hard trying to 
get me here where I need to 
be today,” said Theis.

Here at Kwik Trip, Theis is employed 
under a unique program where the 
corporation pays his wages for 15 hours per 
week to give some extra help to the local 
store, explains ProAct job developer Kyle 
Adams.  The other plus with Kwik Trip 
comes in the form of bonuses, which amount 
to 40 percent of the company’s profi ts each 
year, the manager 
explained.

Mason, who 
employs a staff 
of 25, said the 
company is quite 
generous with all 
of its workers, 
and donates to 
employee 401k plans.  Workers attend 
meetings where the company, which now 
has more than 400 stores, shares its plans for 
the following year.  “It’s family-owned and 
family oriented,” she said.

One of the beauties of Theis’s 
arrangement is the scheduling fl exibility, 
which allows him to arrive mid-morning, 
when transportation is available, said Adams.  

He travels by bus from Wisconsin to ProAct 
and is driven by a staff member for the last 
1.6 miles to work.

The 15-hour program has proven 
helpful at other Kwik Trip stores, as well, 
said Adams.  Another individual fi rst came to 
the Hudson, Wis. store part-time and made 
an impression that led to a full-time job at a 

Kwik Trip in River Falls.  And, an assistant 
manager at a second Red Wing store likes the 
program and may hire someone in the future.

Friendly guest service is what Kwik 
Trip looks for in potential employees, Mason 
said.  She and others provide a lot of training 
to make sure it’s done correctly.  Theis helps 
answer people’s questions, and likes to stay 
busy with stocking and cleaning.  He also 

picks up on 
people’s buying 
habits.

“Most 
people who 
walk in always 
want to look at 
the sales fi rst,” 
he said.  They 

like bargains like two for $3, and sometimes 
coupons offer substantial discounts.  

Keeping the shelves stocked can be 
hectic at times.  “He’s had quite a few totes 
come in on the truck for him before, but he 
gets them done,” Mason said.  Theis received 
a raise after 90 days and will be eligible for 
another in January, which will mark his fi rst 
full year at the store.

KWIK TRIP STOCKER FILLS GAPS, MESHES WELL

Melissa Mason, left, opened the sizable Red Wing Kwik Trip at 
Burnside late in 2009, and relies on Shawn Theis, right, to help 
stock and clean the facility three days a week. 

Theis rotates in new food and beverage items at the store on Red Wing’s west side.  His boss said 
the company is building about 30 new stores a year and offers profit-sharing.

Gwen Becker (DT&H), Brianna Lahti 
(ADS) and Kathy Field (Rehab) represent 
their fellow clients in Eagan.

Staff members in Eagan learned about 
“red tag” system of organizing items by 
their frequency of use as part of the grant 
sponsored Lean training underway at two 
ProAct facilities.

MnDOT provides major 
funding share for large bus

Delivery of a large, lift equipped bus 
valued at $126,000 is expected at ProAct 
in Eagan soon, and the vehicle purchase 
was made possible primarily by an 80 
percent matching grant from the Minnesota 
Department of Transportation.

Consumer takes steps to 
enter tight job fi eld

Eagan consumer Ryan Penrose has 
high aspirations to be one of a few voice 
actors, but to get there requires training.

Voice acting lessons are in his 
plan, and his new fi ve-day per week job 
at Mackin Educational Resources in 

Burnsville will help pay 
for them.

Highly confi dent, 
Penrose has done comedy 
improv, and has received 
training.  “The voice 
everyone seems to be 
looking for is that guy 
next door ... casual, 
conversational, open,” he said.  The Twin 
Cities is the fourth largest voice-over market 
in the U.S., he explains.



People with disabilities can 
have a hard time reentering the 
workforce, but working with ProAct 
vocational specialist Anna Shields 
provides some relief, 
greater understanding 
and the skills 
for competitive 
employment.

Last fall, Shields 
moved into a vocational position after serving 
for 12 years as a human service technician, 
helping people to stay productive and gaining 
empathy for individuals.  Those skills are 
now being refi ned as she assesses people on a 
short term basis in their quest for a job.

There are fi ve vocational staff 
members who perform assessments, working 
alongside people for four to fi ve hour shifts 
in some of the 20 work environments ProAct 
offers.  Among them are retail, animal care, 
clerical, packaging, senior care, printing 
and mailing. Staff then regroup, and share 
their notes and recommendations about each 
person’s performance.

This approach provides a more 
comprehensive analysis of 
the individual’s strengths 
and weaknesses, gathering 
the opinions of several 
professionals rather than 
just one.  If someone is 
consistently tardy for work, 

the group will discuss solutions.  There may 
be other factors the specialists may need to 
address.

The approach is positive in nature, 
and assumes that the client is capable of 
employment with the right help, she explains.  
Interviewing prep and resume development 
are key.    

Shields’ long term goal is to work 
with rehabilitation programs to reduce 
incarceration rates.  That opportunity may 
come when she completes her criminal 

justice degree from Metropolitan 
State University in about 18 
months. “Some of the individuals 
who go through the process have 
a criminal background,” she said.  
“It’s tough for them to try to fi nd 
employment.” 

ON TASK TO GROW ABILITIES

Voc specialist Anna Shields, in purple, works 
with Korey Rood, at Good Samaritan Home.  
Shields provides work assessments at multiple job 
sites for her clients.  
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Many work 
trucks and vans that 
carry ladders will also 
carry a little piece of 
ProAct, thanks to jobs 
from Prime Design, a 
company that produces 
the carrying systems.

Ladders, PVC 
pipe, scaffolding, long 
rods and other long 
tools that 
would normally 
require two 
people to load 
and unload from 
a vehicle can be 
handled by just 
one person with 
Prime Design’s 
commercial 
ladder racks, 
explains Greg Pechman in sales with 
ProAct.

People at the Eagan 
facility assemble hardware 
kits for the company 
and bolt assemblies, said 
Mitchell Newman, a 
production supervisor for 
Prime Design.  Additional 
components require some 
prep work from ProAct 

before Prime uses 
them. 

The products are 
used worldwide, from 
the U.S. to Central 
America, Canada, 
Europe, Australia and 
North Africa, Newman 
explains. 

Groups as large 
as 20 at the Eagan 

location work 
with small sub-
assemblies that 
undergo fi nal 
assembly by 
Prime Design 
workers, 
Pechman 
explains.  
ProAct has 
been able to 

better track parts from suppliers and provide 
more control for the company.  Bolts, nuts, 
washers and plastic rods are the primary 
materials that are handled.  

Newman said it’s the fi rst time Prime 
Design has worked with an organization 
like ProAct, and he’s been thoroughly 
impressed with everything the nonprofi t has 
done.  “I can’t believe how thorough and 
detailed you guys are,” he said.

ProAct, Inc. is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profi t organization with more 
than 40 years of experience.

ProAct is accredited by the Commission on Accreditation of 
Rehabilitation Facilities (CARF) for employment planning, 
employee development, organizational and community 
employment, and community integration.

Programs funded in part by The Greater Twin Cities United 
Way, United Way of Goodhue, Wabasha & Pierce Counties 
and United Way of Hastings.

MARKET, COMMUNITY AWARENESS ARE KEY 
Every organization faces change, said 

ProAct board member Mary Ellen Leary, 
and ProAct manages it through a strong 
management team that is plugged in to the 
marketplace and the community.

The past-chair and human 
resources professional said the group is 
looking for additional ways that ProAct 
can provide services to its consumers 
and greater opportunities for individuals 
and staff members.  “We are all united 
in serving the mission of ProAct and use 
the mission as a litmus test in evaluating 
issues and opportunities that are before 
the board,” she said.

Many of the directors have served 
for long periods.  There are perspectives 
from a parent of an adult with 
disabilities, industry pros, and those with 
legal, fi nancial and business expertise.  
Leary serves as president of The MEL 
Group, in Mendota Heights.

Members have also been pleased 
with President Steve Ditschler’s outside 
service on the Governor’s Workforce 
Development Council, the  Dakota-Scott 
Workforce Investment Board (WIB) and 
Living Links (residential services for people 
with disabilities), Leary explains.  “These 
efforts keep ProAct in the loop as potential 
changes in funding and services loom.”

Ditschler graciously accepts input 
and feedback from the board, and keeps 

the group well-informed about ProAct’s 
fi nancial status and operations, Leary said.  
The board’s role is governance while the 
president is charged with managing the 
overall organization.

The HR pro 
said the human 
services fi eld is as 
much a calling as 
it is a profession.  
Patience, a deep 
respect for others’ 
dignity and the 
ability to adapt to 
many situations are 
key requirements 
for many ProAct 
positions, she 
explains.

The board of 
directors for DARTS 
also utilizes Leary’s 
knowledge, as it 
services seniors in 

Dakota County.  As it helps people to stay in 
their homes and receive essential services, 
DARTS is also helping to redefi ne aging 
for the “Baby Boomer” generation.  “That’s 
something near to my heart, since I’m one 
of those boomers!” she said.

Leary’s company provides “People 
Solutions” for its clients, ensuring that each 
company’s people practices are aligned with 
its mission and strategies.

Mary Ellen Leary is the past-
chair of the ProAct Board of 
Directors, and owns a human 
resources fi rm in Mendota 
Heights.

PRIME DESIGN PARTS HELP WORKER SAFETY

Individuals assemble components for the 
company’s vehicle mounted rack systems.


