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We asked EPIC CEO Clarissa Mitchell a few questions about her hands on approach to employee training. 
 
Q: Clarissa, you recently signed on to lead several of EPIC’s new hire orientation training sessions. Why is that? 
A: It came to my attention that some of our senior employees were a little old fashioned in their supports and set in 
their ways. Not wrong, per se, just not the most current best practices. I wanted to immerse our newest employees 
into the new culture of EPIC from day one. The best way to do this was to lead the classes myself. I am also updating 
and modifying the training materials as I go along in response to feedback I get from the new hirers so the next round 
of trainings can be carried out more efficiently by the program directors and managers. 

 

Q: EPIC seems to invest a lot in employee training. Is that correct? 
A: Yes, most of our trainings are mandated by the state to ensure that our employees are equipped for the job. Howev-
er, EPIC goes one step further. We make sure that our trainings are not only aligned with state regulations, we also 
ensure that they are aligned strategically with our organization’s mission and vision.  

 

Q: What do you find most beneficial about training or re-training employees? 
A: There are so many benefits, for example, ensuring our competitive edge, promoting safety and health among em-
ployees, creating opportunities for career development and personal growth, complying with laws and regulations, and 
improving efficiency and productivity. 

 

Q: What do you find most challenging about training or re-training employees? 
A: Employee training is essential for EPIC’s success. However, sometimes both employees and managers comment that 
training is taking them away from their work. I try to combat this by demonstrating that training is actually 
a crucial part of employees’ and managers’ work. 

 

Q: How do you do that? 
A: We make sure that employees are trained in the skills that are most critical to our core services and their core job 
functions. We train the right people who will be implementing our services and we make sure that these trainings are 
interesting, useful and essential. We realize that employees value trainings that are interesting and interactive. They 
want to participate in the courses. We make sure that the trainings are useful and applicable to the role each staff 
member plays in our organization. We also make sure that our trainings are essential or immediately applicable to the 
job not abstract and only applicable to some hypothetical situation. 

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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Every week since the early 1990s, Louise Pyles has stood in front of individuals or large groups of adults with 
intellectual challenges in her home-based Maryland studio. Dance music from her stereo engulfs the room as 
she demonstrates line dances like the Cupid Shuffle, or waltzes and square dances for pairs. “Dancing is my 
passion,” says Pyles. “I’ve loved it since I was five. First I learned tap, then at 12 I learned D.C. hand dancing, 
or ‘jitterbugging’ as it was called.”   
 
Born in Washington, D.C. and raised in the Charles County, Maryland city of Marbury, Pyles took creative 
dance classes while majoring in physical education at Towson State (now Towson University). After gradu-
ating, Pyles taught physical education to junior high students in Maryland public schools. “But I always 
formed dance clubs to teach them dancing as well,” she says. 
 
Pyles started teaching intellectually challenged adults when her son Michael, who has cerebral palsy, joined a 
Special Religious Education (SPRED) class at St. Philip’s The Apostle Catholic Church in Suitland, Maryland. 
Beverly Davis, the mother of another program participant, asked Pyles to teach dance to her daughter Deb-
bie. “I said I would try. I had taught [the elderly] 

, but not adults with disabilities.” Debbie learned dances easily. But she was Pyles’ only special needs stu-
dent. “Debbie needed a partner,” Pyles noted. “I find that partner dancing helps these individuals be more 
focused. And they learn how to touch people in a socially acceptable way.” Then Pyles met Barney, another 
SPRED participant, and he became Debbie’s first partner. “Our studio logo of a silhouetted couple dancing 
together was modeled on Barney and Debbie,” Pyles says. 
 
From two people, Pyles’ students increased to 20. She named the group The Starlighters. Many of its original 
members still take her Thursday afternoon classes.  Gradually, adults from Melwood, The Arc, and other 

A Special Passion for Dance 

By Margaret Summers 
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After two years of teaching, Pyles decided to showcase students in an annual recital, The Special World of 
Dance, which is held every May in the Camp Springs Elks Lodge. Each recital has a theme, such as “Dancing 
through the Ages.” Family members, friends and caregivers applaud as students perform partner and line 
dances learned during the year. 
 
“The advantages of line dancing are exercise, socializing, and not needing a partner to dance,” Pyles explains. 
“It’s beneficial for anybody, not just challenged adults.” Her students teach her the latest line dances. She 
also learns them by watching dance videos on YouTube. “I like to stay current,” she says. 
 
Pyles, 75, realizes she can’t teach her dance classes forever. “I haven’t run into anybody else who could,” she 
says.  But she’s in no hurry to retire. “I would have never guessed teaching adults with challenges would be 
this rewarding,” she enthuses. “They’re so creative and I learn so much from them. As long as I’m in good 
physical and mental health, I’ll teach.” 
 
Click on the image below to see Pyles in action.                          

Margaret Summers, a Direct Support Professional (DSP) at EPIC, joined the agency in May 
2014. She has a background in journalism and a quarter of social work credits from Ohio 
State University. 
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Supporting Someone with Borderline Personality Disorder 

By Marcia Burrell-Odeyemi, RN 

Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD) has been noted by the National Institute of Mental Health as men-

tal illness characterized by an ongoing pattern of varying mood, self- image, and behavioral changes. 

People with Borderline Personality Disorder often experience intense episodes of anger, anxiety and de-

pression. These episodes can last from a few hours to several days and may result in impulsive actions 

which in-turn may lead to problems in forming relationships.  

 

Research indicates that the brain of the person with Borderline Personality Disorder is often on high 

alert, where their fight or flight reflexes are easily engaged causing them to respond impulsively.  

It is believed that Borderline Personality Disorder is caused by a combination of inherited (i.e., biological) 

and external (i.e., environmental) factors. Traumatic experiences, especially during childhood are also 

believed to be a cause of BPD.  

 

At EPIC, we believe that supporting someone with Borderline Personality Disorder is primarily a matter of 

breaking the person’s dysfunctional patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving and helping the person 

supported to be willing to change his or her mindset and behaviors. We encourage our Direct Support 

Professionals (DSPs) to calm any emotional storms by accepting what the person supported is feeling and 

to help them understand that what they are feeling or perceiving is not necessarily the reality of the situ-

ation that they are in. 

           

We also train our DSPs to utilize “Self- Soothing” techniques by helping the person supported to engage 

his or her senses. For example, our DSPs often help modify unwanted behaviors by distracting the people 

they support with the following activities:  

• Touch -- running warm or cold water over hands, holding a piece of ice, cuddling with a pet, taking a 

warm bath/shower, or snuggling with a favorite blanket 
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Marcia Burrell-Odeyemi, RN has been the Director of Nursing at EPIC for 17 years; prior to be-
coming the D.O.N. Marcia Supported EPIC’s Residential Individuals as a Direct Support Profes-
sional for 5 years. Marcia, along with her Nursing Team provide Premier Health-management and 
Coordinated Healthcare Services in order to Promote, Protect and Preserve the Health and Safety 
of EPIC’s Individuals. 

• Taste -- slowly eating something with an intense flavor, drinking hot tea or soup, or chewing on mints 

or candy 

• Smell – Lighting aromatherapy candles or spritzing on a favorite perfume or cologne, baking cookies 

or breads  

• Sight – Focusing on eye catching images or scenery  

• Sound – Listening to loud music or sounds or blowing a whistle  

 

Using sensory distractions like those listed above can effectively treat impulsive episodes because they 

help to take the attention of the person supported away from destructive urges and behaviors. Other 

popular behavioral techniques include: 

• Taking a walk around the neighborhood 

• Watching a favorite television show 

• Reading a good book 

• Playing phone or computer games 

• Painting, knitting or doing puzzles 

• Finding a quiet spot and sitting in a comfortable position 

 

The support and guidance of a qualified therapist has been noted to be more beneficial than medication 

management in treating Borderline Personality Disorder. However, medications are said to be beneficial 

when BPD is co-occurring with other conditions such as depression, anxiety, paranoid thoughts, and se-

vere anxiety attacks.  

 

For many people with Borderline Personality Disorder, almost everything in their lives seem unstable, it 

is said to be a frightening way to live. However, there is hope as our DSPs have proven that effective 

treatment can help the persons with BPD to gain and maintain adequate control of their thoughts, feel-

ings, and actions.  
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Cordelia Olumide wins the 

2017 LeHew-Thomas Award 

By Nadine Bartholomew 

 

Cordelia “LaShon” Olumide (Left) won the 2017 

LeHew-Thomas Award for her commitment to 

providing stellar support to people with Intellectual 

and Developmental Disabilities. A Direct Support Pro-

fessional (DSP) with EPIC since 1999, Olumide was 

selected for this award by the organization’s manage-

ment team. The LeHew-Thomas Award is not an an-

nual award and is presented only when warranted. 

“This is EPIC’s premier award and it is only given to 

the best of the best,” said EPIC CEO Clarissa Mitchell. 

“Cordelia certainly is that.” 

 

This Leadership Award recognizes DSPs who have 

exemplified the unique services that enrich the lives 

of people with disabilities supported at EPIC. The 

award honors employees who regularly go beyond 

expectations. The ideal recipient demonstrates the 

ability to inspire staff and co-workers to be better.  

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. 

The minimum criteria for awarding this honor to an employee include: 

• Above standard work that improves the quality of life for the people they support 

• Demonstrated commitment to EPIC’s mission and vision 

• A minimum of five years of continuous service 

• Full-time employee 

• Excellent record of attendance 

• Overall rating of above average on annual performance appraisals 

 

A self-described homebody and proud mother of a 24 year old daughter, Olumide treats each of the individuals she 

supports with the same care and attention that she gives to her own family. “I believe in making the people I support 

feel good both inside and out,” said Olumide. “I spend so much time in the community doing different activities with 

my individuals because I want them to have the same experiences that people without disabilities do. Working with 

these individuals has given me a completely different perspective on life and I strive to make their lives great every 

day.” EPIC invites you to join us in congratulating Cordelia Olumide: A Winning Employee.    



9  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
EPIC had a great time at the Prince George’s Provider Council 3rd Annual Employment 
Awards breakfast. We congratulate all of the winners especially our own Micquel 
Matthews, who was awarded DSP of the Year and Sherry McGill, who was awarded 
Individual of the Year. 

 

 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/ 

 

https://epic-smvi.org/donate/
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A special “Thank You” from all of us. 

 

EPIC, formerly known as Southern Maryland Vocational Industries, Inc., is a non-profit (501 c3)  

organization based in Prince George’s County Maryland. Founded in 1985, we exist for the purpose 

of helping adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities to maximize their independence.  


