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Employment Awareness Events held throughout Oregon in October 

 

October is National Disability Employment 

Awareness Month and this year the theme is 

“America’s Workforce: Empowering All.” 

 

Local Employment First teams, and other 

partner groups, throughout Oregon held 

events to celebrate the month. This message 

is a round-up of some of the events. 

 

On Oct. 2, the Mid-Columbia Gorge 

Employment First team held its 2nd annual 

Working in the Gorge Employer and 

Employee Recognition Event. More than 90 

employers, employees and community 

partners attended the event, held at the Best 

Western Hood River.  

 

Xochil Springer from UCP Oregon served as 

host, and the event raised more than $500 for 

next year’s event from sponsorships and 

raffle prizes. 

 

Kent Jeremiah, an employee at Pfriem Brewing in Hood River, was honored as an 

outstanding employee and the company also was recognized for its efforts. 

 

“Kent is an asset to our business,” said Justin Congdon, kitchen manager at Pfriem 

Brewing. “He perseveres, and he works hard, and I think that actually gives him an 

edge over a lot of my other employees.” 

 

This year’s award recipients at the Working in the Gorge event were:  

 

Employee Kent Jeremiah (left) with Justin 
Congdon from Pfriem Brewing at the Mid-
Columbia Employer and Employee Recognition 
Event. 
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Outstanding Community Employers: Pietro’s Pizza- Hood River; Lilo’s BBQ- 

The Dalles; Safeway- The Dalles; Oregon Veterans Home- The Dalles; Pfriem 

Brewing- Hood River; and Dougs Sports- Hood River 

Outstanding Employees: Kimberly Winters, The Dalles; Tim Smith, Hood River 

– One Community Health/Millennium Building Services; Robert Ogden, Best 

Western Columbia River Inn; Kent Jeremiah, Pfriem Brewing in Hood River; 

Jeremiah Urban, Oregon Vet Home in Hood River; and Selena Rocha, Head Start 

in The Dalles. 

 

On Oct. 3, a group of community 

employers and local organizations 

came together to celebrate the work 

that has been done, but to also 

discuss resources available to push 

the system forward for disability 

employment services. The group, 

IDEA (Inter-State Disability 

Employment Alliance), is a 

collaborative effort with Vocational 

Rehabilitation offices in the greater 

Vancouver, Wash. and Portland 

Ore. metro areas. 

 

The event was broken into two 

separate panels, with awards given out to nine employers:  

 

The first panel was comprised of local employers that have developed processes 

and accommodations for hiring employees with disabilities. 

 

Bill Kayser, community ambassador for New Relic, Inc., said his company formed 

an internal infinity group for their staff with autism. This group was started by staff 

to create a supportive environment through a chat room. 

 

The second panel was focused on resources that are currently available to help 

someone who is looking for employment that may need special accommodations or 

support the employers themselves. This panel included representatives from 

Oregon and Washington Vocational Rehabilitation, the Oregon Commission for 

the Blind, Northwest ADA, and the Washington Department of Services for the 

Blind. 

 

 

IDEA business event held Oct. 3 in Vancouver, Wash.  
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Marion-Polk Employment First 

Network held its first Employment 

Celebration/Recognition Event on 

Oct. 17 at Sparky’s Brewing 

Company in Salem. The brewery 

was filled with more than 100 

people, including local providers, 

employers, and employees that 

were there to celebrate. Vocational 

Rehabilitation counselor Phil 

Matthews served as host for the 

evening. He announced all the 

nominees as well as the winners of 

the three awards. Employee of the 

Year went to Carla Carter, 

employee at Burgerville. 

Employer of the Year was 

awarded to Joaquin Flores, owner 

of Nachos Locos, and Employment Professional of the Year went to Jennifer 

Hernandez with Goodwill Industries of the Columbia Willamette. 

 

 

On Oct. 22, the Columbia 

County Employment First 

team held a Reverse Job Fair 

at the community hall in 

Columbia City. At this 

reversal of the typical job fair, 

the employers showed up to 

meet potential employees. The 

job seekers highlighted their 

skills and abilities and 

employers met each person at 

their table.  

 

The event opened with a 

screening of the new 

Employment First video on 

Columbia County Chamber of 

Commerce, followed by 

 

Carla Carter (center), employee at the Monmouth 
Burgerville, was recognized as Employee of the Year at the 
Marion-Polk Employment Celebration. Partnerships in 
Community Living employees Sacha VanCura (left) and 
Jackie Nicholson support Carla. 

 

Ashley Castillo was one of the job seekers at the Columbia County 
Employment First Reverse Job Fair. Ashley would love to work in 
an office, answering phones and typing. 
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awards to local employers. Then about 10 job seekers interacted with local 

employers. Ashley Castillo attended with her mother, who said her daughter is 

great at typing and answering phones. April Farrow, another job seeker, was 

looking for work at a grocery store or a restaurant. Makayla Musaraca said she 

would love working as a barista, or in a job with animals, children or seniors. 

 

Oregon Resource Association held its annual NW Conference on Professional 

Development in Disability Services Oct. 23-25 in Eugene. This educational three-

day event brings together national and regional experts, leaders of service provider 

organizations, state and county decision makers, and vendors of new and 

innovative products. 

 

Employment-related sessions at the conference included The Power of Self 

Advocacy by Gabrielle Guedon, Allen Hines and Ross Ryan, Video Resumes by 

Emily Harris, and an Employment Engagement and Culture Panel with MV 

Advancements, Shangri-La and the Oregon Supporting Living Program.  

 

Finally, on Oct. 23, the 2nd 

annual Amplify! Success 

event was held with the 

theme “Disability 

Workplace Inclusion: What 

is Your Vision,” at Nike 

headquarters in Washington 

County. The goal of 

Amplify! is to improve 

access to competitive 

integrated employment for 

job seekers with intellectual 

and developmental 

disabilities by engaging 

employers and the community in creating a culture of workplace inclusion.  

 

More than 130 people gathered in the morning where they heard stories of 

challenge, tenacity, success and visions of inclusion from people who have been in 

the trenches and others who are leading new efforts. Keynote speaker Karen 

Gaffney, president of the Karen Gaffney Foundation, a nonprofit organization 

“dedicated to championing the journey to full inclusion for people with Down 

Syndrome and other disabilities,” shared her personal story. 

 

 

More than 130 people attended Amplify! In Washington County. 
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“Amplify! is the bridge between where companies are and where they need to be,” 

said John Paul Devires, Nike Senior Application Engineer. 

 

The Amplify! initiative was created by Dirkse Counseling and Consulting, Inc. 

with the support of Oregon Employment First and is sustained by collaboration 

with numerous employer and community partners. 

 

Thanks to all who hosted employment events and for supporting efforts to hire 

people with intellectual and developmental disabilities. We were excited to see so 

many events happen this year and hope to see even more growth next year. 

 

- Acacia 
 


