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SVSU student Amelia S. Jacobs, 23, of Rochester Hills, has cerebral palsy and uses a power chair to get around campus. She is a social work student.

Amelia S. Jacobs was born prematurely in Calcutta, India, and left in an orphanage. She came to live with her adoptive mother in Rochester Hills at 4 months old.

Doctors soon discovered her development was delayed. She wasn't moving her right side caused by cerebral palsy, a neurological condition that affects muscle movement and control. She developed scoliosis, or curving of the spine. After several operations on her back and hip, she uses a motorized wheelchair. 

Doctors also said she wouldn't speak.

"I started talking about age 3, and I haven't shut up," she says.
Today Jacobs, 23, is a student at Saginaw Valley State University. She lives in student housing with assistance from paid caregivers, who help her dress, cook and clean.

Tonight, the Saginaw County Community Mental Health Authority -- whose social workers make sure she can remain independent -- will honor Jacobs as one of 12 Everyday Heroes. The group also will honor special partners of the authority.

While Jacobs is pleased with the award, "I don't think of myself as anything different," she said. "This is my normal. My mom never stopped me from doing anything. She taught me to deal with life, paying my own bills and do things."

The yearly awards event honors authority clients who show "how mental illness and disabilities can be overcome -- if we only free ourselves from the stigmas and expectations of society so we can ask for help," says Sandra Lindsey, chief executive officer. 
Jacobs is studying to become a social worker and moved to the SVSU campus a year ago to continue the education she started at Oakland Community College. She had always lived with her family.
"I was really terrified coming here, but I knew I would get help."
The authority helps her hire her caregivers but "I'm in charge of my plan and my life," she said.
Jacobs takes three classes and works at the Olive Garden restaurant in Saginaw Township as a greeter. She can type with one hand, but asks classmates to take notes for her in classes, she said.
"It will take me longer to get my degree, but in this economy, that might not be a bad thing."
Other Everyday Heroes honored include: 
• Theresa Ugartechea, "who has made a great deal of progress over the past year." She moved out of a community home and into a semi-independent home and works at Saginaw Valley Rehabilitation Center.
• Jaime Weiss, who "does not let his disability slow him down." He attends Saginaw Valley Rehabilitation Center, works on the production floor and earns a paycheck.
• Brenda Botello, "who has made incredible strides on her path to recovery." She moved out of a group home into a family Adult Foster Care home and is employed. 
• Michael Chester, "who has an amazing outlook on life." After years of struggling with drug abuse and mental illness, he has taken more control of his life. He is an active volunteer. 
• Ray Crommatie, "who has demonstrated a great deal of stability for the past five years" and lives in his own apartment with case management. For many years, he was in and out of hospitals as he battled a long-standing mental illness. Now he supports others.

• Connie Filiczkowski "is an excellent example of recovery." Despite having a serious and persistent mental illness, she lives independently, works part-time jobs and is an active member of the community. 
• Robert Keinath has a "positive outlook on life that is an inspiration." Keinath has worked with Saginaw Valley Rehabilitation Center Industries for nine years, where he assembles car parts. He is also an active volunteer.
• Loretta Mead, "who has had to work hard just to get by for much of her life." This year, Mead was homeless when she came to the authority and asked for help. She met the qualifications for treatment and now lives in a semi-independent placement home. 
• David Osmun "has an outgoing personality and kind nature that have helped him overcome obstacles." He lives with physical and mental disabilities, but has started his own business making and selling beaded key chains.
• Jeannie Tyra "has made great strides in turning her life around." Tyra lives with mental illness while coping with cerebral palsy. She started cognitive behavior therapy last year and is living independently.
• Danielle Wolven "has achieved a productive life and marriage." She struggled with many challenges and was unemployed but last fall was hired as a peer support specialist for the authority's Housing Resource Center. 
Special partner honorees include: 
• Bernice Barlow Community Partnership Award

When the authority received a grant to assess children in foster care and their mental health needs, they needed a strong relationship with the Saginaw County Department of Human Services. Roger Soule and DHS Director Randy Barst made this happen, officials said. Soule, who has retired from the agency, was services program manager over foster care, adoption and juvenile justice. Also instrumental were Dawn Trapp, Kay Zofchak and Amy Stephenson of DHS, who completed the mental health assessment that built the study. 
• Carolyn Rapson & Ted Rapson Living the American Dream Award

Pam Harris works with the authority, visiting homeless shelters to provide mental health consultation to the shelter staff and connect residents with mental health services. 
• Eileen & Lou Vescio Leadership, Advocacy and Family Support Award

Rosa Holliday helped more than 200 people become registered voters in 2004 through the Michigan Citizens Education Fund. In 2008, she was involved in teaching consumers their voting rights, including their right to have accommodations at the polls. 
• Agnes Rambo Quality of Life Award

This award honors staff at Glenvale Group Home in Saginaw and leaders of Bay Human Services, the nonprofit corporation that runs the home. The home provides services to six adults with significant developmental impairments. Bay Human Services took over Glenvale in 2006 in a smooth transition.
• Improving Practices Champion Award

Diana Fernandez is a supervisor of adult and children's services with Saginaw Psychological Services, a children's service provider with the authority. Since October 2006, the agency became an adult case management provider for adults with serious mental illnesses. Fernandez has helped lead many initiatives for these adults.
Community Heroes include:
• Barb Beeckman, Saginaw County deputy court administrator, helped community mental health parter with the court on a screening tool to identify youth who might need services. She also helped start a drug court. 
• Capt. William Gutzwiller with the Saginaw County Sheriff's Department has helped with "jail diversion" treatment for those with mental illnesses, in-custody evaluations and more.
• Gene Jolin, mayor of Zilwaukee, helped place national suicide hotline signs at the Zilwaukee bridge. 
• Jennifer Keilitz, supervisor of the authority's Provider Network Auditing, keeps the authority stay in compliance with state and federal requirements. She created a system to monitor homes and advocates for consumer protection.
• Amy Murawski, prevention and treatment coordinator for Saginaw County Substance Abuse Treatment & Prevention Services, works with the authority to treat those with substance abuse issues and mental illness.
• Tom Peck, for his work on the authority's electronic medical record system, which is close to completion. 
• Dr. Wladimir Zarski, a Detroit psychiatrist who conducts clinics for inmates at the Saginaw County Jail. 
• Commitment to Excellence in Skill Building Redesign Award to staff in charge of Community Ties North and Community Ties South, who created new curriculums for clients with developmental disabilities who work and learn at the centers. 
• Recognition of Salter Place. The Housing Resource Center in Saginaw, which the authority created to help consumers find housing, is named Salter Place after Johnnie Salter, who was homeless and struggled with mental illness. He died last year after serving as a partner and inspiration, officials said. 
