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Due to changes in EPIC’s staffing our CEO, Clarissa Mitchell, stepped into the breach to fill the re-
sulting gaps in leadership. Changes like this do not happen often at EPIC, so we took six minutes to 
ask Clarissa three key questions that could help other leaders navigate similar transitions. 

Q: Not many CEOs would step in to fill the gap in their leadership staff. Why did you do it? 

A: Leadership and influence are inextricably linked, but I believe that leaders must also work to 
earn the trust and respect of all the staff in their organizations. At EPIC we place a premium on 
teamwork. We often ask staff members to fill in for their co-workers as needed so I could not do 
any less. I gladly volunteered to do the work of several senior level executives while our HR Team 
searches for new candidates.  

Q:What new lessons have you learned during this transition? 

A: I would not say that it is a new lesson, but rather a reminder of the truth that different people 
have different built-in reactions to organizational change. Leaders who pay attention to this can 
better understand why their staff reacts the way they do when faced with said changes. I believe 
that the best leaders see and appreciate this group dynamic. Ultimately, these leaders are better 
prepared to address concerns, avoid pitfalls, and adapt their own management approach as need-
ed. Some would argue that good leaders have always had that ability. But, this transition has re-
minded me that when the very leadership of an organization changes that can actually change the 
culture of the organization itself. 

Q: Given this experience, what would you do differently if a similar situation were to happen 
again? 

A: In the end, resiliency helps people handle the pressure, uncertainty, and setbacks that are part 
of today’s working environment. Leaders need to build their own reserves and resiliency, in sup-
port of their mental and physical health. This has become increasingly apparent to me as I experi-
ence the cumulative effects of taking on the responsibility of the top two leadership positions here 
at EPIC. Based on this experience, I would guide other leaders to develop healthy and sustainable 
ways to leverage the contributions of all staff to better prioritize workload, delegate tasks, reduce 
stress, and ultimately improve overall performance.  

Six Minutes With EPIC CEO 
Clarissa Mitchell 
By Nadine Bartholomew 

Nadine Bartholomew, MBA, is the Marketing Director for EPIC. Nadine has over 18 years 
of experience developing and promoting environmental sustainability and social responsi-
bility programs at both non-profit and for-profit organizations in the Baltimore-Washington 
metropolitan area. 
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Success in life is not based on your ability to simply change.  It is based 
on your ability to change faster than your competition, customers, and 
business. 
— Mark Sanborn 

One thing has held true throughout my career; change is an almost 

constant in this industry.  Between regulations, funding sources, 

and the desires of the people we support, if there is no change, 

something is probably wrong.  This continues for me as I’ve transi-

tioned into my new role as Director of Day Support Services.  Since 

that move has been made, I have been almost solely focused on a 

few things.  First, what does our agency’s mission—to empower 

adults with intellectual challenges to maximize their independ-

ence—look like in practice in Day Supports?  Then secondly, do the 

people we support agree with what that looks like?  

 

As I attempted to answer these questions, I realized that the 80/20 

rule I utilized consistently in my previous job was showing itself 

again.  Currently, our CLS program is 100% community based and 

supports people more traditionally enrolled in Day Habilitation.  As I 

assessed this model, I made the realization that this structure is 

working great…for 80% of the people we support. That means that 

they love being in the community all day, every day. However, the 

rest are struggling within an environment that is the least restrictive 

on paper, yet added limitations to their choice and control to be in 

places that are comfortable for them.  They actually prefer the op-

tion to stay in from time to time and not be obligated to roam. With 

these differences in mind we will be facilitating services that match 

 

what everyone supported within this program desires over the next 

several months.  

Another example of the 80/20 rule can be observed in our Day Vo-

cational program.  Currently 70% community based, this program is 

intended to support people who have a long-term goal of employ-

ment.  Upon review, I also realized that the volunteer, skill building, 

and social development activities were highly effective…for 80% of 

the people supported there.  For the others who want a job and 

want it now, we were starting to struggle. 

 

Over the past month, we have made a few big moves to address the 

issue.  The first was a re-alignment of the groups in the program so 

that people with similar goals and motivations were spending their 

days together.  This way, serious job seekers can be in groups with 

staff who can spend more time and focus on this, while people who 

require more skill development can spend more time there.  I have 

also adjusted the hiring process for the remaining vacant positions 

to recruit people who are more naturally job focused.  Moving for-

ward over the next several months, there will be a series of training 

sessions with our Direct Support Professionals to create an even 

larger employment first focus within the program. 

 

Change is hard, and attaining real progress is often an uncomforta-

ble course.  However, for us to follow EPIC’s vision that everyone 

should live a respectful and fulfilling life, it is a vital and necessary 

path to take.  We are thankful that you are on this journey with us. 

Stephanie Bell, MBA, is the Director of Day Support Services at EPIC. A member of the MACS Confer-
ence Planning Committee who also sits on the State of Maryland’s Mortality Quality Review Com-
mittee, Stephanie has over sixteen years of experience supporting people with intellectual and other 
developmental disabilities in the Baltimore–Washington metropolitan area. 

Transformers: More Than Meets The Eye 

By Stephanie Bell 
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Opioid addiction is becoming a serious and widespread problem in the United States. According to the National Institute of Health 

(NIH), opioids are powerful pain relievers that are available legally by prescription. Among them are oxycodone (OxyContin), hy-

drocodone (Vicodin), codeine, morphine, and fentanyl. These drugs are often used or prescribed because they provide morphine-

like pain relief, stated Benzon et al., in their 2011 article for Elsevier-Health Sciences entitled Essentials of Pain Medicine. However, 

it is important to note that opioids also include illegal drugs like heroin. 

 

The Centers for Disease Control & Prevention (CDC) noted that opioids, prescription and illicit use, are the main driver of drug 

overdose related deaths and could be responsible for about 33,091 deaths in 2015. These numbers have quadrupled since 1999 in 

the United States. Additionally, there has been a statistically significant increase in opioid overdose-related deaths between 2014 

and 2015, particularly in Maryland, the District of Columbia, and Ohio. 

 

Unfortunately, chronic cases of pain now affect more Americans than diabetes, heart disease and cancer combined. While opioid 

pain relievers are generally safe when taken for a short period of time and as prescribed by a doctor, these classes of drugs are 

frequently abused or over-used by patients. In most cases, those who become addicted, use these drugs without a doctor’s pre-

scription or against their doctor’s guidelines. Instead, they use the drugs to produce a feeling of euphoria in addition to getting 

relief from pain. 

 

Pain is real, and the American Academy of Pain Medicine divides pain into two parts: acute pain and chronic pain. Acute pain is 

short-lived and self-limiting as compared with chronic pain. But chronic pain is persistent and intractable. To reduce the level of 

abuse, there is an urgent need for improvement in the way that opioids are prescribed. 

 

EPIC’s Nursing Team works closely with our Physicians and Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) to adhere to best practices and clin-

ical standards that ensure our patients have equal access to the best treatments possible. We effectively use prescription drugs to 

manage pain without room for overdose and abuse. Our nurses are especially cautious when using opioids as they have a high ad-

dictive tendency and we train or re-train our DSPs annually to make sure that they are well versed in the correct administration of 

these substances and identification of any risks for abuse. We do all this so that you can be assured that your loved ones, with in-

tellectual and developmental disabilities, are in safe hands with EPIC. 

Edith Arah, RN, received her Bachelor of Science degree in Nursing from Bowie State University and has 
over 22 year of experience supporting people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. Prior to join-
ing EPIC, Edith worked as a nurse in various health care settings providing care to the Hospice, Geriatric, and 
Pediatric populations.  

Opioid Overdose: A Public Health Issue 
By Edith Arah, RN 
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Have you ever wondered what people with intellectual and developmental disa-

bilities do when they are at home? Well during a recent snowstorm that resulted 

in school, government, and agency closures across Prince George’s County Mary-

land, I visited one of our group homes to see exactly what goes on. With over 30 

years of combined experience as Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) Adeola 

Omope (top right) and Royahna Pittman (top left) knew exactly how to make a 

snow day fun and productive for EPIC’s individuals. 

 

I arrived at the group home to find DSP Royahna Pittman cooking breakfast with 

Demount Ford, DSP Adeola Omope taking temperature and blood pressure read-

ings for Louis Raschi, and Van Allen and Elvis Jenkins sitting at the table in their 

eat-in kitchen. Breakfast was served, everyone ate and that was when the fun 

began. 

 

Adeola and Royahna told the group that due to the snowstorm their respective 

jobs and/or day programs were closed and asked the guys what they wanted to 

do since they would be at home all day. The answers were varied but included 

playing video games, watching movies, playing pool, listening to music, and even 

going outside to play in the snow. Our DSPs listened to all of the individual’s ideas 

then they worked together to develop a schedule of activities that also included 

the less exciting but necessary household chores of tidying bedrooms and doing 

laundry. 

 

Despite the differences in their ages and backgrounds, Adeola and Royahna are 

similarly trained and do similar jobs for EPIC. However, they have divided their 

responsibility to maximize each other’s strengths thereby improving the overall 

care they provide to the people they support. “Royahna and I have been working 

together at this location for over two years,” said Adeola. “We make a great team 

and can easily anticipate the needs of our guys. On the weekend another DSP, 

Moshood Adekule, takes over and he is also a great team player picking up where 

we leave off.” “I have learned a lot from working with Adeola,” said Royahna. “I 

know that he will always have my back on the job and I will always have his. It’s 

like a family really so I love my job.”  

 

By Nadine Bartholomew 

Nadine Bartholomew, MBA, is the Marketing Director for EPIC. Nadine has over 18 years of experi-
ence developing and promoting environmental sustainability and social responsibility programs at 
both non-profit and for-profit organizations in the Baltimore-Washington metropolitan area. 
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EPIC Heroism 
 

Direct Support Professionals (DSPs) Shanell Thomas and RaQuinna Hunter 
put their CPR and first aid certifications to work as they tried to save a life. 
These dedicated and well trained staff members went above and beyond 
the call of duty to help an individual with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities from a sister agency. “We were told that someone on the bus 
had lost consciousness and was wedged between the seats, so we immedi-
ately snapped into action,” said RaQuinna. “We helped the bus driver to 
get the individual into a safe and comfortable position then we did CPR 
and chest compressions until the EMTs arrived and continued our efforts,” 
said Shanell. EPIC’s DSPs receive rigorous training in CPR and first aid every 
year. We are proud of the quick thinking and direct action taken by Shanell 
and RaQuinna.  

 
 

Thank you ladies for being EPIC. 

 EPIC Community Spotlight 

A donation to EPIC goes a long way in supporting individuals with 

intellectual challenges. Your generosity makes it possible for our individuals to achieve their maximum 

potential providing them with the opportunity to live a meaningful, quality life. Please use the QR code 

below to make your online donation today.  Thank You! 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

https://epic-smvi.org/donate/ 

 

RaQuinna Hunter  

Shanell Thomas  

https://epic-smvi.org/donate/
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