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a football team, another becoming a tattoo artist. They all imagine living in a

world in which people with intellectual and developmental disabilities are loved

and respected, and are nurtured to become the best they can be. For some 300

weekly participants, that world can be found on the Northeast side of

Indianapolis at a non-profit called Outside the Box.

I asked one participant what she did before she learned of OTB’s programs and

services. "Nothing," she said. "I sat at home for two years and did

absolutely nothing."

Another participant said, “I have two roommates but they don’t talk much.

Outside of here I feel kinda lonely.”

Another participant told me his family had just moved into a new neighborhood

and he didn’t have any friends. “I need you guys to look out for me all the time.”

Katy Bird, OTB’s Executive Director, said, “I believe that the culture of

acceptance, the true, unconditional acceptance that we have here, has the ability

to change the world. We can teach people how to live and be happy.”

Now in its eighth year, the 50 OTB staff members support participants, ages 18 to

80, out of an abandoned nursing home they have transformed into a large

learning center. “We came up with the name 'Outside the Box' because we think

imaginatively and creatively every single day,” said Bri Booram, coordinator of

staff training and development. “That’s what guided our initial approach to

disability services and that’s what guides a lot of our decision making now.”

Bird believes OTB’s mission allows the organization to help people identify who

they want to be, what they want to do, and then assists them to meet their goals

and dreams.

Cait Renk, Studio OTB Art Coordinator, said OTB is the focal point of their

participants’ lives. “It’s what’s important and what they look forward to every day.

This is where they spend most of their time. This is where their friends are. It’s a

special place. They walk in the door so happy to be here. I walk in the door so

happy to be here. Working here has changed my life. It’s like nothing I have ever

experienced before. It’s the dream job I didn’t know was my dream job

until I came here.”
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Rhe Bremer, Facilitator of the Heroes Group, said, “We’re a giant family here, and

when you come in those doors we want you to be able to leave knowing that

you’re loved and you’re unique and you’re beautiful. And we want the ability to

say, ‘You can do this! You can do anything somebody else can do!’ I feel

that’s the biggest way we change lives – to give our participants confidence to

embrace that unique spirit that’s inside every single person.”

Bird said that one of the visions of OTB is to start small businesses that employ

people with disabilities. The participants already practice these skills in the Day

Program, in the customized Employment Services Program and in the Studio

OTB Art Program.

“Oftentimes, from the moment a child is diagnosed with a developmental

challenge, the world perceives him or her as a charity case. Doctors say to the

parents, your child will never…” said OTB Co-Founder Kelly Hartman. “The

entire family is socialized to believe they are ‘service recipients.’ It’s a terrible way

to teach somebody about humanity. One of the core values we try to teach here is

that everybody has something amazing to give back. So instead of OTB being ‘the

charity’ – from a participant’s perspective – we want them to know they have

goodness to give back to the world.”

One participant told me, “Giving touches your heart. Who doesn’t want

their heart touched?”

As an example, OTB participants may choose to learn about the Rotary Club of

Indianapolis and then seek opportunities to build that relationship throughout

the year. They might volunteer with the Rotary Club to learn about the

organization. Then they work on a collaborative art piece to sell at OTB’s “Heart

for a Cause” fundraiser, and ultimately make a donation back to the Rotary Club.

The OTB halls and classrooms are lined with such pieces that honor other local

One participant imagines an epic
dance party.

Another imagines taking a cruise to
Bermuda someday.
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non-profits. Everything is made with recycled and repurposed materials.

During a recent visit to Studio OTB, participants in the art program were learning

about different cultures around the world. “This month they are talking about

global awareness,” said Carly Sobolewski, Group Facilitator. “So all the groups are

collaborating on this canvas and making different architectural and geographical

features that you would see, depending on where you are in the world. Some

participants are drawing. If they’re not working on the canvas, they’re making

modes of transportation you see around the world. Then we will display it where

everyone can see it.”

Studio OTB Art Program not only offers customized 1:1 art sessions with a

participant, but the studio can also create commissioned 2D and 3D art pieces,

and the gallery offers a rotating collection of participant artwork for sale.

"Studio OTB has had a long standing, strong relationship with Crown Liquors

where we have not only displayed and sold many collaborative paintings, but we

have been selling custom, one-of-a-kind hand painted wine gift bags for the past

several years," said Hartman. "The greatest thing about our art in the community

– is that it is simply art. The pieces are not marketed as 'art done by people with

disabilities,' yet many times the purchaser of our piece is so warmly touched

when learning about Outside the Box!"

Booram emphasized the importance of imagination at OTB. “This place is what

you imagine it. It’s one of those places where individuals come from all over

with different personalities, different ways that their minds work. OTB is about

harnessing that imagination. You see it in the art studio, in the building, and in

the hallway, and in the ways individuals talk to each other.”

One participant imagines a world
where "teamwork makes our dreams

work."

Another imagines love for everyone,
no matter who they are.



December 9, 2015For many of the participants, OTB’s outings are the most vital and exciting part of

the week. It’s one of the aspects that makes OTB’s program unique. Outings allow

the participants to become ingrained in the community. Each group has at least

one outing a week. Each group dreams up what they want to do, how they want to

do it, and how it’s going to affect them. Then they create the budget for the

activity. “The sky is the limit when it comes to outings,” Bird said. “We’ve been to

Indians games, Disney on Ice, local shops and restaurants – you name it, we’ve

done it!"

Until last week, Bird noted, no OTB participant in the program in a powered

wheelchair was able to attend an outing. Everyone I spoke to was hopeful that the

next big thing that came through the door had four wheels and a wheelchair lift.

“It’s difficult when a participant in a powered wheelchair has to miss an outing

because we don’t have appropriate transportation.” (A recent donation of

$25,000 from the Rotary Club of Indianapolis will help make this dream become

a reality.)

Before OTB, Hartman founded Insights Consulting in July, 1996, which today

supports nearly 700 children and adults with psychiatric, developmental or

behavioral challenges. Hartman still resides as President and CEO. According to

Hartman, “So many of our folks and their families were asking for a day program

that focused on capabilities, like our residential and behavioral supports. The

power of focusing on what people CAN do was something people were thirsting

for in day programming and employment supports. So we began to ask, How can

we be the solution for so many challenges in the current day programming

non-profits. Everything is made with recycled and repurposed materials.
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models? We kept saying, How can we think outside the box?”

In 2008, Hartman co-founded Outside the Box with Megan Greek, and

welcomed two part-time employees, a graduate intern, and its first group of

four participants, which met in the borrowed conference room of Insights

Consulting. Soon after, they relocated Insights and OTB into a little building

at 54th Street and College Avenue, where OTB occupied four group rooms.

By 2010, OTB exploded to a staff of 25, nearly 100 participants and a waiting

list of 60 potential participants.

In July 2011, OTB opened the doors to its current 14,000 square foot facility

on more than seven tree-lined acres. “We used one hallway and Insights

Consulting used one hallway,” Bird said. “They allowed us to grow

responsibly. Every time we were ready to start a new group, we were

physically pushing them out of the building. Kelly had a trailer in the back

where the directors of her company worked.”

In January 2014, Insights moved out of the facility and OTB took possession

of all 18 rooms. Today OTB is known as a leader in innovation. It serves more

than 300 participants with 50 staff and 30 potential participants consistently

on its waiting list.

I imagine living in a world with love.
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One of OTB’s key differentiators is the ratio of participants-to-group-facilitators,

which at OTB is 4:1, a remarkably low ratio (8:1 or 16:1 at other similarly-funded

and like-minded facilities are not uncommon). “Participants who have been

kicked out of every program in town do really well here,” Hartman said, “because

it’s a lot more individualized. It’s identifying who you are in your group – which is

peer matched. Here we have groups that naturally go together – whether it’s

values or age or diagnoses or personality or interests or personal goals.”

OTB has been recognized statewide and nationally in the disability

service field.

In June, 2011, OTB received a $100,000 grant from Impact 100 Greater

Indianapolis. These funds were used to expand OTB services, facilities and

mission. (Impact 100 is a charitable women’s giving circle dedicated to

awarding high impact grants to nonprofits in our community in the areas of

arts and culture, education, environment, family and health and wellness.)

In 2012, the American Society for Landscape Architects (Indiana chapter)

chose OTB as their "giving back" service project. One day, with some 120

volunteers, they constructed a $40,000 Sensory Garden on-site. “It’s

unbelievable. Forever, we will give back to Indiana ASLA. We’re so much

about building relationships, we kind of adopt the organizations that believe

in us. If you’re going to help us with a van, you might as well get used to us,

because we’re going to be part of your lives. That’s really how it should be,”

Hartman said.

In 2013, OTB implemented a curriculum based on Maslow’s hierarchy of

needs (which recognizes the stages of human growth in steps such as

physiological, safety, love and belongingness, esteem and self-actualization).

In 2014, the International Design Guild awarded OTB $25,000 as part of its

“Design for a Difference” challenge. Mark Brunetz (of “Makeover TV” fame)

assisted with the re-imagination and transformation of three adult learning

classrooms. Existing concrete block walls were turned into collaborative

spaces that engage individuals to learn and interact with each other. What

began as a $25,000 makeover blossomed into a $100,000 makeover thanks

to the kindness of sponsor vendors.

In their proposal for the International Design Guild award, OTB said they

wanted to show the world that appropriate interior design can change
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behavior and change people’s lives. “We’ve had a 75-90 percent reduction in

behavior incidents (outbursts) just by changing the classroom’s design,” said

Hartman. “It’s unbelievable to see this transformation. We have seen

people who have ripped down blinds and put their heads in their walls at

home – and they come here and don’t have behavior issues.”

In December 2015, OTB received a $25,000 grant from the Rotary Club of

Indianapolis to help purchase a wheelchair accessible van with a lift.

In 2015, OTB successfully launched an after-school program in Fishers. And

currently six of the 18 group rooms at OTB have been remodeled; only one

vacant group room is left to occupy.

In 2015, OTB achieved unprecedented staff retention. “Our mission is strong

because we have people who are super excited to be here,” Bird said. “The

folks who work in this building are much bigger than their hourly pay. We

have folks with Master’s Degree here, because OTB is this great, awesome

place to be. Everybody who walks through that door is opening him or herself

to change.”

Since 2012, OTB has received the highest level of accreditation from CARF

International (Commission on Accreditation for Rehabilitation Facilities).

The CARF surveyors commented that they had seen nothing like OTB, even

on a national level.

Most high school students usually have options at graduation – they get a job,

they pursue a vocation, they go to college. Thanks to OTB, those with intellectual

or developmental disabilities do too. It’s like continuing ed. “Society might think

OTB’s participants could never land a job,” Hartman said. “But OTB works on

social skills and a vocation and all of the sudden our participants are capable of

doing something they never thought they could do.”

Teri Kinder, general manager of Ricker’s, an OTB Employment Services partner,

agreed: “I thought it was a great idea. I’m always thinking of ways we can bring in

people that become more of an asset to society. It doesn’t take anything to be

a good boss to OTB’s participants … maybe listen to them and understand

We’ve changed that moment where the
doctor said, "Your child will never…"
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them and have a little bit more patience than it would take with an average

employee, but it’s worth it.”

Don Steffy, Executive Director at the Indianapolis Children’s Choir and

an Indianapolis Rotary Foundation board member, during his recent on-site visit,

said, “OTB sounds fine on paper, but until you walk through the door, and you

breathe in the need, you don’t fully comprehend what OTB is about. The work

they do is phenomenal. It turns everybody around.”

“There really are no parameters at OTB,” Bird said. “What if no one ever asked,

What do you want to be? or What do you want to do? And OTB is the first place

that they really thought I can do anything! We have the people here who are

committed to make sure that happens.”

 

For more information, contact Katy Bird, OTB’s Executive Director, at

kbird@otbonline.org. Or contact her at OTB: (317) 253-6658.

To donate to Outside the Box, contact the office (317-253-6658) or visit

donations@otbonline.org

To follow or "LIKE" OTB on Facebook:

www.facebook.com/outsidetheboxinc/

To follow or "LIKE" Studio OTB Art Program on Facebook:

www.facebook.com/Studio-OTB

To follow OTB on Twitter: www.twitter.com/OTBIndy

Open the door and change your life.

We’ve thrown the box away.

How you can help
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them and have a little bit more patience than it would take with an average

employee, but it’s worth it.”

Don Steffy, Executive Director at the Indianapolis Children’s Choir and

an Indianapolis Rotary Foundation board member, during his recent on-site visit,

said, “OTB sounds fine on paper, but until you walk through the door, and you

breathe in the need, you don’t fully comprehend what OTB is about. The work

they do is phenomenal. It turns everybody around.”

“There really are no parameters at OTB,” Bird said. “What if no one ever asked,

What do you want to be? or What do you want to do? And OTB is the first place

that they really thought I can do anything! We have the people here who are

committed to make sure that happens.”

 

For more information, contact Katy Bird, OTB’s Executive Director, at

kbird@otbonline.org. Or contact her at OTB: (317) 253-6658.
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