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ACT’S MISSION
Advocating Change Together, Inc. is about empowering
people to take control of their own lives. We are a
grassroots, member-controlled organization. Our mission
has not changed since our founding in 1979. 
We exist to:

Educate people living with disabilities that they•
have the right to speak for themselves.
Be an accepting place for people living with•
developmental disabilities where they can learn to
advocate for their rights with or without the help of
an advocate.
Reduce prejudice by making the public aware that•
people living with disabilities have a broad range of
abilities as people within the community as a whole. 
Improve the quality of life for all people living with•
disabilities in the least restrictive work and living
situations. 

ABOUT ACT
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LETTER FROM THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
This past year was full of new opportunities for
Advocating Change Together and for the disability
community. From pay increases for people who support
people with disabilities to an executive order that
mandates hiring more people with disabilities, the state
of Minnesota has moved to the forefront of advocacy and
support for our citizens. But even with these successes,
we are still in the position of managing hundreds of
people who live every day without choices. For them,
ACT exists. 
In 2014, there was much discussion about the Olmstead
decision and how states can implement a plan to
address these changes. The federal mandate requires
that all states have a developed plan that gives people
with disabilities the same rights and freedoms as their
non-disabled peers. These freedoms include:

the right to belong•
the right to live with whom they choose•
the right to be free from abuse•
the right to privacy•
the right to safe and adequate transportation•
the right to receive supports needed to be part of•
society
the right to be free to live and work alongside•
everyone else, not segregated 

In response to this decision, ACT has developed a new
training program that supports individuals to become
community leaders who can make change within their
own communities. The Olmstead Academy is designed
to train people who will work alongside community
leaders to develop supports for all citizens to participate
in community activities. This year-long program was
implemented in September, with 21 participants from
across the state of Minnesota.  
The Academy is working this year to address systemic
issues surrounding employment, housing, community
involvement, and transportation. Each region recieves up
to $15,000 to implement their Action Learning Projects in
their community. We are very excited about this
opportunity and look forward to our next Academy
beginning in September 2015! 
Last year, ACT began working on a new transitional
program that works with school-age students. That
project is moving ahead and we expect to have a product
introduced in early 2016. ACT is looking now for partners

to join a public benefit corporation with other investors.
Look for news of this new venture throughout the year
on our website. 
ACT continues to work on its core programs that include
training leaders through Train-the-Trainer programs and
Human Rights retreats, Remembering with Dignity, and
the Self Advocates Minnesota (SAM) network. In March
we will be hosting our state conference in St. Paul. The
theme for this year’s event is “Celebrating 25 years of
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).” 
We’ve taken some risks this past year and are pleased
that we have been so successful. This upcoming year
will be full of new ways to lead in our community. Our
advocates and our agency are prepared to do the work
needed to make a life full of choices – the only choice for
our Minnesota citizens with disabilities.  
In these pages we will provide you with a summary of
ACT’s accomplishments in 2014. This report gives a
snapshot of how ACT is working on many fronts towards
respect, inclusion, and change. ACT sincerely thanks
our volunteers and supporters and applauds their
commitment to joining us in our mission to create a
world where everyone belongs.



Creating leaders through the Olmstead Academy.
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OLMSTEAD ACADEMY
2014 Programs

TIMELINE
September 2014 – August 2015. 

BACKGROUND
ACT received a grant from the Otto
Bremer Foundation to develop and
host a new leadership program. The
Olmstead Academy was developed
in response to the new federal
mandate for greater integration for
people with disabilities. The first
class was started in September
2014. Twenty-one participants from
across the state, many of whom
have worked with ACT’s established
Self-Advocates Minnesota (SAM)
network, work on developing
community leadership skills. Our
customized training program also
focuses on human rights training

and community organizing along
with hands-on learning opportunities
that matter. 

ACADEMY GOAL
Create a culture within Minnesota
where self-advocacy is a
foundational piece in the state's
Olmstead plan and self-advocates
are playing meaningful roles in its
implementation.

ACADEMY STRUCTURE
The Olmstead Academy is a 12-
month program featuring two multi-
day training sessions with required
field work on action learning
projects. Participants enroll as
teams of three (two self-advocates,

one ally) from around the state.
Teams learn both leadership skills
and organizing tools for creating
change to advance community
integration. Each team develops
and implements a project in their
home community.

PROGRAM FEATURES
Team-based participation –•
two self-advocates and one
ally.
Participatory, innovative,•
proven methods of Popular
Education and Kolb theory.
Mentors assist each team to•
create and complete project.
Each team receives $10,000 –•
$15,000 to implement a
project in their community.

Olmstead Academy Pilot Year: Building self-advocate leaders by working
on issues to advance community integration.
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OLMSTEAD ACADEMY
2014 Programs

Participants build relationships•
with key state allies during
“dinner with leaders.”
Daily homework assignments•
help students take their
learning seriously.

ACADEMY RESULTS 
1. CREATE CAPACITY
The Academy creates a cohort of
empowered organizers ready to
take action in their own
communities. The cohort graduate
model allows for the development of
a leadership network to act on
Olmstead goals. The graduates act
in a constituent-led way and are
able to reach self-advocates
throught the regions they serve.
The Academy creates a team for

each region that includes two self-
advocates and one ally. The team is
also part of a community council
that steps in to help the teams
complete their local projects.

2. ACTION LEARNING
PROJECTS
Each team chooses and leads a
local project to advance integration
in their community.       
Pilot Year Projects address:

Employment: team of self-•
advocates train and use
existing employment training
module to lead sessions.
Housing: teams help self-•
advocates create and
implement their own person-

centered planning documents.
Community Involvement:•
teams help individuals write
and implement a “community
life plan” to become more
integrated in their local areas.
Transportation: teams create a•
demonstration voucher system
for spontaneous personal
rides. 

Creating leaders through the Olmstead Academy.
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TRAINING LEADERS
2014 Programs

TRAIN-THE-TRAINER
ACT conducted Train-the-Trainer
sessions across the state. 15 self-
advocates gained skills and
confidence from ACT’s customized
training sessions before going on to
conduct their own trainings,
reaching 250 people in peer-to-peer
sessions. Sessions were conducted
in Mankato, Duluth, Brainerd, and
St. Paul. 

HUMAN RIGHT RETREATS
January and March 2014
ACT hosted six days of human
rights retreats at Mt. Olivet Retreat
Center in Farmington. The sessions
brought 14 people with intellectual
and developmental disabilities
together to address disability
concerns as human rights issues.
ACT’s human rights retreats
connect self-advocates with the
history of people with disabilities,
the broader disability rights
movement, and other civil rights
struggles, developing the
knowledge base and skills needed
for both individual advocacy and
systems change. 

“The human rights retreat
showed me that people with
disabilities by no means want to
be a burden to society. We what
to be part of society. Society
thinks we need to be taken care
of, while the truth is we want to
be part of it and involved in it.
We make it better when we are
involved in it.”

Training new leaders and making connections to the larger disability
rights movement and other human rights struggles.



Creating leaders through empowerment and respect.
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REMEMBERING WITH DIGNITY
2014 Programs

REMEMBERING WITH
DIGNITY (RWD)
Between 1866 and 1997, 13,000
Minnesotans died while living in
state institutions and were buried in
anonymous graves. Since 1994,
Remembering With Dignity has
been calling out that injustice and
doing something about it. People
with disabilities are leading the work
to honor those who have died while
preserving their dignity: telling their
stories and marking their graves
with proper stones.
Of the 13,000 anonymous graves,
nearly 8,400 have been given a
proper headstone. The state
legislature continues to make
appropriations for this work.

HIGHLIGHTS FROM 2014•
534 makers placed at the•
Fergus Falls cemetery site. 
Over 100 people attended the•
September 7th RWD
ceremony, many travelling
from across the United States.
Stories were told of people’s
lives before and during their
institutionalization and the
journey family members made
to find their relatives. 
Monument tablets were placed•
at Maple Lawn Cemetery,
Calvary Cemetery, and St.
Lawrence Cemetery (all in
Faribault). Each monument
was inscribed with the names,
dates of birth, and dates of
death of the 293 people buried
at the three sites. 

370 markers were placed at•
the Rochester Cemetery site
by the Rochester State
Hospital Cemetery
Recognition group. 
57 individual markers were•
placed at 21 scattered
cemetery sites across the
state. 
Events were hosted by local•
groups at each of the
cemetery sites previously
restored. Events varied at
each site with one group
planting flowers, another
hosting a storytelling event,
and another conducing a
formal ceremony. 

8,393 anonymous graves marked since 1994. RWD is working on the
remaining 4,607 unmarked graves.



STRONG NETWORKS
2014 Programs

SAM NETWORK
ACT organized the 2007 launch of
the statewide network Self-
Advocates Minnesota (SAM), and
continues to administer that entity.

SAM LEADERSHIP MEETINGS
ACT hosted quarterly meetings of
the SAM network, at which 21
leaders, selected by their regions,
shared ideas and resources,
planned for the future, and learned
together about disability issues and
leadership opportunities. Meetings
were held in Cross Lake, Brainerd,
Redwood Falls, and Farmington. 

SAM REGIONAL CONFERENCES
Each of the six regions of the SAM
network hosted regional
conferences to bring people
together to learn from each other,
plan and celebrate disability pride,
and organize for human rights. 

Creating leaders through strong networks.
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Self-advocacy groups across Minnesota are now connected and
working together.



PEER TO PEER
2014 Programs

STATE CONFERENCE
As the lead organizer, ACT is convening groups
across the state to plan for the 2015 self-
advocacy conference in downtown St. Paul. The
theme of the biennial gathering is “Celebrating
25 years of the Americans With Disabilities Act
(ADA).” 
We expect 400 people to attend the March 27-
28th conference. Planning organizations include
ACT, Ally People Solutions, SAM Southeast,
SAM Northeast, SAM Central, SAM Southwest,
and SAM Northwest.
What makes this event unique is its “nothing
about us without us” approach: all decisions
about the conference are decided by a
committee that includes a majority of people with
intellectual and developmental disabilities.
What’s more, two-thirds of the sessions will be
led or co-led by self-advocates. 

Creating leaders through celebrating disability pride 
and power.
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DEVELOPING NEW RESOURCES
2014 Programs

NEW PRINTED RESOURCE
Building on its 20-year history of
high-quality training materials, ACT
is developing a new product line for
transition-age students to include a
series of stand-alone exercises with
step-by-step guides to practice and
lead sessions on personal
empowerment, disability awareness,
and systems change. The new
series is aligned with the standards
set in the 21st Century Readiness
Act. This 2011 legislation requires
that all students be ready for the
21st Century workforce and
encourages school districts to focus
on critical thinking, problem solving,
communication, collaboration, and
creativity. 

MISSION-DRIVEN EARNED
INCOME
This new resource will allow ACT to
expand outreach and education to
transition classrooms and create an
earned income model to support the
mission and goals of ACT. We have
piloted 40 new units with 850 people
across the state. 

EXPLORING BUSINESS
MODELS
Over the past 18 months ACT
worked with consultants and an
advisory committee to assess risks
and opportunities and determine
next steps. At the time of writing this
annual report, ACT is considering
joining with other investors to form a
public benefit corporation. Decisions
regarding this new business will be
considered and finalized in 2015. 

Creating leaders through training tools.
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FINANCIALS
Accountability
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ACT continues to reshape its operations to better meet its mission.
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ADMINISTRATIVE

STEPPING BACK: 
ACT’s long time co-director Rick
Cardenas has stepped back to a
half-time position, Community
Engagement Organizer, and will
focus specifically on two of his
greatest passions: empowering
people to work together to advance
community integration, and pressing
for legislative action to help that
integration happen. We are grateful
for Rick’s nearly 20 years of
leadership as co-director, and look
forward to his continued efforts in
support of our mission. 

STEPPING FORWARD: 
ACT has hired Patrick�Mitchell�to
the new full-time position of Agency
Coordinator. We welcome Patrick
and are excited to get the expertise
he brings in the areas of project
management and program support.
He has experience working with
persons with disabilities as support
staff and as an employment
specialist. Patrick has served two
terms as an Americorps VISTA
member, most recently at the
Phillips Family Foundation as their
VISTA leader. Patrick has a
Bachelor’s degree in political
science from the University of
Minnesota, Duluth.

Staffing Changes:  
ACT made two significant changes in staffing last year. 



ACT is committed to people working together, each bringing their strengths,
each supporting each other to do their best work, and celebrating our
accomplishments together.

PERSONNEL

BOARD
Doug Angier
David Belcourt
Denise E. Cady
Gordon Crawford
Ron Erickson
Angelina Johnson
Jenny Johnson
John Kerrigan 
Kelly Lee
Larry Lubbers
Peggy Mehan
Steve Mono
Carrie O'Keefe
Carol Robinson
Larry Smith
Manny Steinman

STAFF
Mary Kay Kennedy
Executive Director
Patrick Mitchell 
Agency Coordinator
Rick Cardenas
Community Engagement Organizer
Anna Diede and Sophia Terazawa
Office Assistants

CONSULTANTS &
CONTRACTS 
Accounting Resource Group
Accounting
Linda Breitag
Music and Art faciliation
Mary Fenske 
Program Consultant 
Bret Hesla
Program Consultant / New Product
Development
Shelley Madore 
Marketing and Communcations
Jerry Smith 
Media and Communications
Strategic Coaching and Consulting:
Program Effectiveness
Assessments and Quality Control
Audit

VOLUNTEERS

OLMSTEAD ACADEMY
Mentors: Mary Fenske, Corbett
Laubignat, Pat Pendleton, Kristi
Rudelius-Palmer, and Galen Smith. 
Dinner Hosts: Joan Wilshire, Deb
Holtz, Sean Burke, Rebecca
Covington, Darlene Zangara, Alex
Bartolic, and Roberta Opheim.
Special Guest: Judge Donovan
Frank
Photography: Paul Rogers

Guest Facilitators: Carolyn Levy and
Selima Seals with the Making
Waves Theater Group, Hamline
University.
Program Consultants: Coleen
Wieck, Chris Bell, Deb Holtz, Galen
Smith, Darlene Zangara, and Alex
Bartolic. 

REMEMBERING WITH DIGNITY 
Lorna Call, Rebecca Dosch Brown,
Sandra Frojen, Liz Gertz, JoAnn
Griffin, Jean Hockman, Stina Jacox,
and Claudia Morgen.

NEW MISSION-DRIVEN EARNED
INCOME VENTURE
Tom Triplett, Triplett Consulting LLC
Advisory Committee: Jennifer
Gostovic, Cheryl Jenson, John
Kostishack, Mark Sherman, Melini
Wright.
Legal Services: Julie B. Wahlstrand,
Faegre Baker Daniels LLP
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HIGHLIGHTS OF 2014
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Advocating Change Together
1821 University Avenue, Suite 306–S 
St. Paul, MN 55104

651-641-0297
800-641-0059
www.selfadvocacy.org

In memory of Ruth Agre, 1957 - 2014


