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Dear Friends,

We’re proud to be leading the Building Opportunities Creating Independence 
campaign for Disability Advocates. Disability Advocates is our region’s leading 
nonprofit focused on:

• Working alongside local residents with disabilities to overcome barriers so 
they can live self-directed and fulfilling lives.

• Advocating for accessible and welcoming communities that value the 
contributions of every citizen.

Now, Disability Advocates has a once in a lifetime opportunity to relocate our 
offices to the new Special Olympics campus in Byron Township (formerly South 
Christian High School).  This 127,000 square foot building is being transformed 
into a hub for serving those in our community living with physical, mental and 
cognitive disabilities.  This move will result in:

• Greatly increased visibility for Disability Advocates.
• More opportunities to partner with like-minded organizations.
• Much more usable space for programs and services to our customer base.
• A new Occupational Therapy home accessibility showcase for our home 

assessment programs.

This year, Disability Advocates will celebrate its fortieth year of service to Grand 
Rapids and surrounding communities!  What began in 1981 as an organization 
founded by people with disabilities to focus on fostering independent living 
has grown today into one of our area’s best known and most respected voices 
for persons with disabilities.  With the help of community volunteers, donors 
and supporters, we serve thousands of people each year.  Most importantly, 
we assist persons with disabilities to find and express their own voice whether 
that is to speak to the wishes and desires for their own life or to advocate at a 
community level on behalf of the wider community.

Over the coming months, we’ll be asking our friends and supporters to join us 
in helping to raise $2.5 million for this important effort.  Making our community 
equitable and accessible for everyone takes the contribution of many.  Please 
join us in this worthwhile endeavor!

Sincerely,

Angela Nelson
Campaign Co-Chair

Cameron Young
Campaign Co-Chair
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OUR 
HISTORY

Launched the Zero Step project - a 
one stop resource for universal design 
assessment, consultation and education 
to create homes that are designed and 
equipped for a lifetime.

2005

The Occupational Therapy home 
assessment program began and was 

expanded in 1994 to establish a Home 
Modification Program in collaboration 

with Home Repair Services for renters and 
home owners in Grand Rapids and then all 

of Kent County. 

1986

Services for veterans with disabilities 
began; these include peer supports, 

work assessments (including any 
accomodations that may be needed) and 
paid apprenticeships which are a critical 

component of their career search.

2009

Launched Absolutely Accessible Kent 
– a program that has brought together 

architects, builders, developers, municipal 
staff and others along with persons 

with disabilities to become educated on 
Universal Design/Inclusive Design and to 

implement needed change.

2019

YEARS
40

Began as the Grand Rapids Center for 
Independent Living with just four staff 
members to advocate for the rights of 
persons with disabilities and a more 
accessible community.

1981

A special collaboration was established 
with the Department of Community 
Health to transition persons in nursing 
homes to independent community-
based living situations.

1999

Changed our name to Disability 
Advocates of Kent County to better 

communicate who we serve and what 
we do.

2002

Greatly expanded Youth Transition 
Services for high school students with 
disabilities to learn soft skills, self-
advocacy, independent living skills and 
employment readiness. 

2015

Provided services for 4,345 persons with 

disabilities despite the office being closed 

by the pandemic for nearly 2 1/2 months. 

2020

C
EL

EB
R

A
TE
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Throughout our entire history, we’ve been proud to say:

Disability Advocates is unique in that the majority of our 
staff, board and volunteers are people living with disabilities.  
This perspective provides us tremendous knowledge and 
experience to support those who turn to us for direction. 
It also guides our work in removing the barriers to 
independent living that we encounter every day. We are also 
unique in that we work with individuals regardless of their 
disability, be it physical, mental, emotional, sensory, or as is 
often the case, a combination of these.

EXCELLENCE
AND UNIQUENESS

“WE ARE WHO WE SERVE.”  

LEADER FOR ALL 
DISABILITY RELATED 

ACTIVITIES AND 
ISSUES.

We began serving persons with 

disabilities in Kent County in 1981.  

We deliver a full range of services - 

independent living skills, workforce 

development, housing assistance, 

information referral, and more. We are 

passionate and results-driven. We have 

formed strong partnerships at all levels 

to strengthen our impact and reach.

Over 60% of our staff, 75% of our 

board and most of our volunteers are 

individuals living with disabilities, 

giving us a unique perspective and 

understanding of the needs of people 

with disabilities. We exist to change 

people’s attitudes, awareness and 

actions. We alter attitudes about 

disability from pity and inability to 

productive and equal. We believe 

that a community that is inclusive of 

people with disabilities is a stronger 

community.

We are the only organization in Kent County 

made up of a majority of people with 

disabilities that advocates for people with 

disabilities at the local, regional, state, and 

federal level. We believe that real change 

occurs when barriers are eliminated 

to strengthen and enhance the lives of 

individuals living with disabilities. In this, we 

educate and assist people in learning how to 

be an advocate for themselves.
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CURRENT 
CHALLENGES
Disability Advocates seeks to address two critical 
challenges at this time:

As we celebrate 40 years of work in our community 
and look to the future, the need for a more cohesive 
and usable office space is critical.  

Disability Advocates has been in our current space for 
over 27 years and have slowly moved into four separate 
suites so our offices are very disconnected.

In addition, our current location:

• Lacks space to adequately store needed durable medical equipment for our participants

• Lacks a designated area for cleaning and maintenance of the equipment

• Has inadequate classroom space which limits the number of participants we can serve leading to 
more unmet demand.

• Does not promote community awareness

INADEQUATE SPACE

“
THE EXPERIENCE HERE 

IS OVERWHELMING 

AND MY CONFIDENCE 

IS COMING BACK.”
 - PROGRAM PARTICIPANT
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Of our community is 
considered to have a 
disability at any one 
time. 

Chance for any person 
to acquire a disability 
at some point in their 
lifetime. 

(Almost) know a friend 
or family member with 
a disability.

20% 80% 100%

The need for the services Disability Advocates provides continues to outweigh our capacity to fully 
respond. As we continue to serve more local residents than ever before, many of our programs are 
running at capacity. We have prioritized the needs within our home accessibility work. 

For over 35 years, Disability Advocates has provided comprehensive home assessments for persons 
with disabilities of all ages.  The assessment identifies barriers in the home and recommends 
equipment and any needed construction; staff then works to remove those barriers.  In 2018, these 
supports were found to be evidence based in increasing independence and safety in one’s home. 

Today, there is:

• Not enough staff capacity to conduct the needed assessments or resources to achieve the 
assessments’ recommendations.

• Not enough persons with disabilities and seniors know about this support that is helping people 
stay in the home of their choice – saving money for both the consumer and the community.

Recently conducted interviews and design charrettes, as part of the development of the business 
plan, indicate to us that this is the correct time to expand the availability of these services and the 
knowledge that will support successful aging in place.

OT HOME ASSESSMENT SERVICES AT CAPACITY
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People with disabilities came together 
in the late 1970’s to begin to imagine a 
more inclusive and accessible community 
where they would be accepted as full 
members, not as people who were broken 
and needed to be fixed.  

From their efforts, Disability Advocates 
came into existence in 1981 as a place 
focused on the mission “to work 
alongside people with disabilities as they 
seek to lead self-directed lives and to 
advocate for accessible and welcoming 
communities.”  

As you can imagine, to-date we have 
overcome a multitude of challenges. We 
are dedicated, motivated and determined 
to bring the utmost in advocacy and 
services to our community. Our ability to 
Build Opportunities by facing the current 
challenges ahead of us relies on your 
generosity and vision. 

Together we will not only Build 
Opportunities we will Create 
Independence

FACING
CHALLENGES UNIVERSAL DESIGN 

OFFICE SPACE
The move to the Special Olympics Michigan 
campus will allow Disability Advocates the ability 
to design, construct, and furnish a universally-
designed office space that will provide the 
needed flexibility and technology in these 
changing times to accommodate current efforts 
and expected program growth.

OCCUPATIONAL 
THERAPY SHOWCASE
Working with our many community partners, 
Disability Advocates has designed a space for 
people with disabilities to explore options for a 
safer home where they can live independently.  
This showcase will provide persons with 
disabilities, customers, builders, architects, 
students, rehab professionals, and other 
stakeholders an opportunity to experience 
firsthand the benefits of universally accessible 
space and state-of-the-art specialty equipment.

OCCUPATIONAL 
THERAPY PROGRAM 
ENHANCEMENT
Responding to demonstrated community need, 
additional staff will allow Disability Advocates 
to provide more home assessments and more 
timely removal of the identified barriers.   
In addition, this program growth will provide 
opportunities for new fee-for-service work.   
(A detailed four year Business Development Plan 
is available upon request.)

THE
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courtyard

Occupational 
Therapy 

Showcase

OT 
Equipment 

Lending 
Library

Occupational 
Therapy

Workforce Development
Fund 

Development

Finance / HR
Independent Living 

Services
Meeting

Meeting

Meeting
Independent 

Living

Reception

Coffee

Work Room

PRELIMINARY LAYOUT OF DISABILITY ADVOCATES  WORKSPACES

PRELIMINARY RENDERING OF OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY SHOWCASE AREA

PRELIMINARY LAYOUT OF SPECIAL OLYMPICS MICHIGAN FACILITY

MAIN ENTRY

ACCESS TO FIELDS

ATHLETE ENTRY

COMPETITION GYM

AUXILIARY GYM

ATHLETE
LOUNGE

ATHLETE /
VOLUNTEER

HUB

AUDITORIUM
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TRAINING
ROOMS
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CENTER

UNLOCKING
INCLUSION

EXHIBIT

CONSESSIONS /
GATHERING

FITNESS

CLINIC AND 
TRAINING ROOMS

LIFE SKILLS

SHARED
MEETING

SHARED
MEETING

PRELIMINARY LAYOUT OF WORKSPACES
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Building Opportunities 
Creating Independence 
lives up to its name.  
Putting together a budget 
is easy; the financial 
costs are what they are.  
However, the impact of 
those monies will be 
immeasurable.  

On the right, you will find 
the Building Opportunities 
Creating Independence 
campaign budget chart. 
Your contribution will 
positively impact many 
throughout Kent County 
for years to come.

Campaign costs

$150,000

Occupational 
Therapy program 
enhancement   
over 4 years

$1,000,000

Facility build 
out, furnishings, 
and technology 
upgrades. 

$1,350,000BUDGET

More persons with 
disabilities and their 
families served

More older adults able to 
age-in-place

More youth with 
disabilities ready to start 
an adult life

More home assessments 
resulting in safer living 
arrangements

INCREASED

Kent County residents 
struggling to find 
equipment and supplies 
for home safety

Overall cost of aging as 
more older adults age in 
place successfully

DECREASED
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You can help us achieve this important goal by supporting this campaign through:

HOW
CAN HELP

YOU

Disability Advocates’ Building Opportunities Creating Independence campaign is 
seeking $2.5 million in community philanthropy to achieve two important goals:

Move our headquarters 
to the Special Olympics 
campus in Byron Center.

Invest in the growth 
and development of our 
Occupational Therapy 
programs.

e.g stock

May be paid over a 
three year period. 

Your charitable gift is tax deductible to the full extent of state and federal law.  Please check 
with your tax advisor to determine how your gift may affect your personal tax situation.

ONE-TIME 
CASH GIFT

MULTI-YEAR
PLEDGE
COMMITMENT

APPRECIATED 
ASSETS 

ESTATE GIFT

1 2



12 O
P

P
O

R
TU

N
IT

IE
S

“Disability Advocates gave me the 
confidence to go on.”

- Recent Recipient of Benefits 
Planning Services

“The classes at Disability Advocates 
are very inclusive, and I enjoyed being 
around people who made me feel like 

my disability didn’t define me.”

- Nathan

“Disability Advocates gave me the 
tools for my tool box to do better 

for myself.”

- Kristen

“You provided me with what I 
needed to be an adult.”

- Kanesha

BUILDING
OPPORTUNITIES
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“Disability Advocates of Kent County has been instrumental in working to make Grand Rapids more 
accessible and welcoming to all. Their award-winning work with Experience GR has also made it 
easier for residents and visitors with disabilities to enjoy all that Downtown has to offer. We are 
fortunate to have this exceptional organization as a partner in this important work.”

- Rosalynn Bliss, Mayor of Grand Rapids

CREATING
INDEPENDENCE

Disability Advocates of Kent County works tirelessly to assist anyone in our county with a 
disability. They are the ‘go-to’ organization to assist those in need with the resources available in 
our community and are tireless advocates of those they serve. We are so fortunate to have this 
organization in our community!

- Mandy Bolter, Kent County Board of Commissioners Chair““
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David Bulkowski, JD, Executive Director
Dave.B@dakc.us
616.323.2207

Peggy Helsel, Development Director
Peggy.H@dakc.us
616.323.2239

Catherine Gage, Administrative Assistant
Catherine.G@dakc.us
616.323.2212

www.dakc.us

OUR MISSION

STAFF INFORMATION

To work alongside persons with disabilities as they seek to 
lead self-directed lives and advocate for accessible and 
welcoming communities. 
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THANK YOU!
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