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PROGRAM
COCKTAIL RECEPTION
OPENING REMARKS
Samantha J. Herrick, Ph.D., CRC, NCC, ACS, President
Ellen Ball Nalven, M.Ed., Executive Director

AWARDS PRESENTATION
(order of awards subject to change)
Legislative Advocate of the Year Award: Steve Sweeney
Fred R. Patterson Parent Advocate Award: Mercedes Witowsky
Life Planning Partner Award: Joseph Kearns
Life Planning Partner Award: Brandon Smith
Life Planning Partner Award: Daniel and Carmelita Blackford
Outstanding Staff Member of the Year Award: Nadine Hoston

PERFORMANCES
Brandon Smith
Chelsea Palermo
The Vincent Troyani Jazz Trio
Trailblazer Award: C. Vivian Stringer

KEYNOTE ADDRESS
CONCLUDING REMARKS
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About Our Honorees
LEGISLATIVE ADVOCATE OF THE YEAR AWARD
Steve Sweeney Senate President
Steve Sweeney entered public service after his daughter was born with Down
syndrome. Horrified at the manner in which individuals with disabilities were treated,
he vowed to make a difference in not just his daughter’s life, but in the lives of those in
his community. He has been a leading advocate impacting numerous laws to protect
individuals with disabilities. Two bills which he sponsored in 2018 have been approved,
and are now strengthening protections for students with disabilities and relieving the
burden of costs of motor vehicle registrations for drivers of persons with disabilities.
Previously Senator Sweeney worked to establish a registry of offenders of individuals
with developmental disabilities to prevent continued abuse, wrote the law that changed
references of “mental retardation” to “intellectual disability” or “developmental
disability,” authored legislation that prohibits discrimination against organ transplant
recipients on the basis of mental or physical disability, a law requiring that school
districts ensure that students with
disabilities have opportunities to
participate in athletic activities, and a
measure requiring that school buses
transporting individuals with disabilities
use flashing lights. Sweeney has also
fought for state funding for programs and
housing for this population.
Senate President Steve Sweeney
represents the Third Legislative District,
which includes portions of Gloucester
and Cumberland counties and all
of Salem County. He served on the
Gloucester County Board of Chosen
Freeholders from 1997 to 2010 and
was Freeholder Director from 1998 until
2010. First elected to the New Jersey
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Senate in 2001, he has been reelected five times. He was chosen by the Democratic
Majority to lead the Senate in 2009 and was selected by his Senate Democratic
colleagues to maintain his leadership position again in 2013 and 2017. Senator
Sweeney was born on June 11, 1959 in Camden and is a graduate of Pennsauken
High School. Senator Sweeney and his wife, Patti, were married in 1986. They live in
West Deptford and have two children, Stephen and Lauren.

TRAILBLAZER AWARD
C. Vivian Stringer

Head Coach, Women’s Basketball,
Rutgers University
One of the most recognizable names
and faces in all of college basketball,
C. Vivian Stringer has built an
illustrious career highlighted by countless
unforgettable moments and is on the
cusp of becoming only one of a handful
of collegiate coaches to reach the 1,000
career victory milestone. She is the parent
of a daughter with multiple significant
disabilities who will accompany her to the
PLAN/NJ 30th Anniversary: A Celebration
of Abilities event.
In her 47 seasons, Stringer has transformed three programs into national title
contenders. She is a 2001 inductee into the Women’s Basketball Hall of Fame, was
named one of the “101 Most Influential Minorities in Sports” by Sports Illustrated in
2003, and served as an assistant coach for the gold-medal winning U.S. Olympic
Team in 2004.
Stringer prides herself on not only teaching her players the game of basketball,
but more importantly providing them life lessons that stand the test of time. Her
perseverance and strength in the eyes of adversity have meant the most to the
people around her. A coal miner’s daughter, Stringer learned a valuable lesson from
her parents growing up in the small tight-knit community of Edenborn in western
Pennsylvania: “Work hard and don’t look for excuses, and you can
achieve anything.”
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FRED R. PATTERSON PARENT ADVOCATE AWARD
Mercedes Witowsky Executive Director,

The New Jersey Council on Developmental Disabilities (NJCDD)
Mercedes Witowsky has been privileged to work in the field supporting individuals
with intellectual and developmental disabilities (I/DD) and other disabilities for nearly
40 years. In addition, she has championed multiple family advocacy efforts across the
state. Equality, citizenship, choice and control are at the core of her personal values
and beliefs.
Witowksy has been a driving force in establishing a Family Advisory Council to the
NJ Division of Developmental Disabilities (DDD), providing valuable input as the
system transitions to Fee for Service. She led the creation of the NJ Developmental
Disabilities Advocacy Network (DDAN), bringing together stakeholders to establish
and implement a collective advocacy agenda. On the national level, she served for
15 years as the state’s representative to the American Network of Community Options
and Resources (ANCOR). Her advocacy efforts have focused on strengthening the
voices of self-advocates and families to communicate their needs to service providers
and government agencies.
Witowsky earned her
teaching degree in
Special Education
from Kean University.
She is also the proud
parent of Anthony
and of Tina, a young
lady with multiple
disabilities.
Her commitment is
to be part of the
solution that guides
New Jersey to
be a reliable and
sustainable system
for the thousands of
services recipients in
our great state.
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LIFE PLANNING PARTNER AWARDS
Daniel and Carmelita Blackford

Daniel Blackford has engaged in health and strength-building activities for more
than 17 years. He is a longtime member of an adaptive ski and sports program in
Vermont; trained for the Special Olympics held at Bridgewater High School; and
participates in hippotherapy using a horse to improve weight bearing. Daniel’s weekly
music therapy sessions allow him to participate as a choir member by using a hand
switch to elicit sound through a music synthesizer.

He and his mother Carmelita have travelled to Tokyo, Hong Kong and Argentina.
“One of Daniel’s favorite Broadway shows is Evita, so we went to Buenos Aires to
track down Eva Perón’s roots,” said Carmelita.
“A person living with a tracheostomy and feeding button is not necessarily restricted
in what they can do,” she explained. “Every day is a gift! Every day we look for
something to do better.”

Joseph Kearns

Joseph has discovered a love for travel and, after two trips to Disneyland, shows
no signs of slowing down. We regularly receive wonderful, detailed written pieces
from him detailing his interests. Several years ago he passed through difficult times,
and PLAN/NJ was able to arrange for him to live in a new supported living home.
PLAN/NJ @ 30
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He also participates in several
meaningful daytime activities and
feels safe, comfortable, productive and
fulfilled. Joseph is supported by
PLAN/NJ and by other caregivers to
pursue his interests and passions.
Despite living with developmental
disabilities, he leads an independent
life, in part because of the
Guardianship services he receives from
PLAN/NJ. He volunteers for a number
of non-profit agencies doing a variety of
tasks to benefit the broader community
including collating marketing
materials. Joseph enjoys a meaningful
relationship with the PLAN/NJ Director
of Social Services and with the other
residents and the staff where he lives.

Brandon Smith

Brandon discovered his love and talent for playing piano at only five years old.
While visiting a museum with his family, he played a piano game that required him
to repeat the notes he heard by hitting the correct keys. “Brandon won the game
with100% accuracy,” explained his mother, Amy. “We found out that this was
called “perfect pitch.” We immediately arranged for a piano and never looked back.
Brandon sat down and
played Mozart the same
day that we brought it
home. He knew the music
by heart because for years
he had listened to Baby
Mozart DVDs.”
Brandon enjoyed playing
piano on his own and was
self-taught until 4th grade,
when the family decided it
was time for piano lessons
so that he could learn
to read music. He has
( 10 )
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continued with the same music teacher until this day. He added additional lessons
during his sophomore year of high school to help him prepare for recitals. Today, he
receives two piano lessons per week and gives two recitals per year, in addition to
performing at his high school concerts.
Above all other genres of music, Brandon’s favorite style is classical. He loves
Mozart, Beethoven, Chopin and many more. In addition, he loves to play any music
that is meaningful to him. He practices well in advance of any concert or end of year
show, and loves to simply sit down and play any music that he hears.
Brandon currently attends Howell High School with a 1:1 aide in the Autism
Program. At 21, he will transition into an adult program, which the family hopes will
have a music component.

OUTSTANDING STAFF MEMBER OF THE YEAR AWARD
Nadine Hoston
Service Coordinator, PLAN/NJ

Nadine became familiar with PLAN/NJ
when she met and began working with
Barbara Sandstrom, a former PLAN/NJ Board
Member, at Thomas Edison State University,
and became close with Barbara’s sister Mary,
a PLAN/NJ client. When discovering all the
good that PLAN/NJ does, and the assistance
and comfort staff gives to families and clients,
she quickly became committed to the mission
and followed Barbara’s advice that she apply
for a job.
As the daughter of a mentally disabled
mother, Nadine has a personal connection
and understanding of what families go through as they try to care for and assure their
loved one’s well-being. She says that “Ellen Nalven once commented that I had a
talent for working with our clients. If I do, it is because I understand the challenges,
and I want to be the helping hand for our clients and their families.”
Born and raised in Charleston, West Virginia, Nadine graduated in 1986 with a
BS/BA in Communications and Sociology from Marshall University in Huntington.
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About PLAN/NJ
MISSION: PLAN/NJ helps families of people with disabilities in New Jersey
answer the question, “Who will care for my loved one when I am gone?”
If your loved one lives with a disability, you may have more questions than answers
about how to maintain her health, independent living and happiness – now and
in the years to come. What you do know is that she needs and deserves to receive
consistent, well-planned support. Arrangements for her safety and protection
must be individualized and comprehensive, whether her disabilities are physical,
developmental, involving an aspect of mental health, or a combination of several.
At PLAN/NJ, we stand firmly with you to ensure that responses to her care needs
continue without interruption. We are a trusted friend and expert for individuals,
siblings and families; we navigate the changes and complexities in the legal, financial,
health care and supportive housing and employment systems. Our organization is
stable and strong, and we stand ready to help you maintain your loved one’s safety,
coordinated care, public benefits and financial stability, now and after you’re gone.

Planned Lifetime Assistance Network of New Jersey, Inc. (PLAN/NJ)
recommends a team approach to planning for the financial and personal care of
individuals with disabilities. Our comprehensive care coordination services provide
individuals and families the safety and sense of security all people deserve. Specific
services include Special Needs Trust Administration, Legal Guardianship, Home Visit
Monitoring, Advocacy, Life Planning Consultation, and Representative Payee for Social
Security Benefits. We help families achieve the following:
l A suitable home environment
l Education, employment, and participation in community life
l Essential medical coverage
l Financial stability
l Practical solutions and enduring support as life’s inevitable changes occur
l Ongoing friendship
l Daily activities and pleasures needed to thrive.

30 years ago, a consortium of relatives of people living with disabilities
came together to establish PLAN/NJ. Then and now, your loved one’s continuity
of support – and your peace of mind -- are our uppermost concerns. More than
half of our Board of Directors has a family member who is living with one or more
disabilities. We understand your concerns and needs. We stand firm in the face of
change, and we are here to help.
( 12 )
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PLAN/NJ is dedicated to providing a lifetime of support to individuals who live with
one or more physical, developmental or mental health challenges. Our top priority is
to maintain a singularly focused, powerful commitment to your loved one’s needs and
your family’s wishes. As families and caregivers, you also need support, information
and allies. Most specifically, we provide you with peace of mind today by helping you
know that we’ll care for your loved one throughout her lifetime.

PLAN/NJ provides lifelong services which can begin today and can continue even
after you’re no longer able to be your loved one’s primary advocate. Our qualified
staff can:
l Coordinate his ongoing health care needs, which will change over time
l Plan for his future regarding independent living, supportive housing, health,
wellness, and appropriate lifestyle choices
l Guide your family to protect financial assets that can then be used to
supplement the quality of your loved one’s care
l Advocate for him within the complexities of the health and social service
systems
l Keep him safe, supported and thriving, both at home and in
the community.
Learn more about the services we offer our clients and families at www.plannj.org.

WHO
WILL CARE
FOR
MY LOVED
ONE
WHEN
I’M GONE?
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