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Volunteer Spotlight: Olivia Cote
  Olivia Cote grew up in Snellville, Georgia, with a family culture of service to 
others, so volunteering at Shepherd Center was a natural fit. She is the second 
child and only daughter of parents who believe in giving back. She remem-
bers her first volunteer experience well. When Olivia was in the ninth grade, 
she joined her brother and mother in helping to prepare food and serve men 
who were struggling with addiction and staying in a shelter. As she grew older, 
she continued giving of herself as she helped to deliver meals to people from 
her church, went on a mission trip to Nicaragua and worked with the Special 
Olympics.
  Growing up, Olivia enjoyed playing soccer, softball and lacrosse, but her real 
interest was in academics. Chemistry was her favorite subject. She was grati-
fied to be able to pursue that interest by majoring in biochemistry and mi-
noring in biology at Georgia Tech, where she graduated this past May. While 
at Tech, she also invested herself in the world of outdoor recreation, where 
she enjoyed adventures like white water kayaking. When studying abroad in 
Australia, New Zealand and Fiji her sophomore year, she continued to explore 
personal challenges in recreation such as diving with sharks - without a cage. 
For years, Olivia’s interest in chemistry had not been paired with an interest in 
health care, but after completing training to be a first responder in wilderness 
emergencies, she caught the bug and was hooked! It wasn’t long after that Ol-
ivia knew she wanted to go to medical school and focused on where she might 
get some volunteer experience in healthcare. Her mother suggested Shepherd Center.
  The first nine months as a volunteer Olivia was a Fitness Buddy. “My favorite part was the ability to have a continuous 

relationship with a patient,” she shares. That closeness allowed her to be able to read 
her client at each session to know whether they were having a hard day emotionally, 
and they learned to confide in each other. Her client felt like he couldn’t go to music 
concerts anymore because of his disability, but Olivia took him under her wing. After 
therapy, she taught him how to purchase tickets in a wheelchair- accessible section and 
how to utilize MARTA Mobility for transportation. Olivia and her family escorted him to 
a jazz concert, exposing him to the beginning of new possibilities. They continue to be 
in touch with each other.

    After a schedule change at Tech, Olivia switched to feeding people with quadriplegia 
their breakfast once a week. She states, “Seeing the vulnerability of these patients and 
then being able to play a miniscule role in their recovery is great.” Feeding the same pa-
tients for weeks or months allows her once again to build relationships with individuals. 
Although Olivia has shadowed physicians in several hospitals, she senses a uniqueness 
in Shepherd Center. “The difference here is everyone is committed to each individual 
patient. The patients feel cared for.”

    As Olivia prepares to apply to medical schools and pursues the next step toward her 
goal of becoming a physician, we hope she knows that she has already made a difference in patients’ lives right here 
at Shepherd. With her love of academics, pursuit of adventure and longstanding commitment to give her time to help 
others, we know she will one day be a dynamic doctor who has a real heart for her patients!

Above: Olivia Cote enjoys connecting with 
patients while volunteering at Shepherd Center 
in her current role as a Meal Feeder.

Above(l-r): Olivia Cote and ProMo-
tion client Joseph Perry formed 
a friendship while Olivia was his 
Fitness Buddy.
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Shop and Share 
coming in September

We are excited that Lilly 
Pulitzer will be hosting another Shop 
& Share for the Auxiliary on 
September 28 with treats, drinks and 
shopping! A portion of the proceeds 
will go to our Patient Aid Fund. 

Dear Auxiliary Members,  
  If you missed the Summer Soiree at the home of Melinda and David Dabbiere, you missed an incredible evening! 
Linda Morris and Jade Slover did a tremendous job orchestrating this event and they left no detail undone. Cath-
erine Churchill and Kathie Neyman put together an extraordinary silent auction as usual. An enormous thank you 
to National Distributing Company for donating the beer and wine. Thank you to all that helped put this together, 
and to all those who attended and brought friends.  
  Fall is coming, though the Atlanta heat will fool you for a while. Fall means more Auxiliary activities for you to get 
involved with! We would love everyone to get involved in something that interests them, so keep an eye out for 
emails from Alex Seblatnigg with activity details. Below are a few of our upcoming events. Happy Fall!

With a grateful heart,

Anne
Anne Worrell
anne.p.worrell@gmail.com

$5 Jewelry Sale
The ever so popular 
$5 jewelry sale has so 

much more than 
just jewelry! 

Come check out the 
jackpot of items on October 1 and 2 

from 7 a.m. to 4 p.m. in the 
Callaway Auditorium.

Cookout
for Patients and 

Families!

Come join the Peach Corps Commit-
tee as they serve hot dogs and ham-
burgers fresh off the grill, Sunday, 
September 29 from 3 to 5 p.m. in the 
Secret Garden! 

Sunshine Committee 
September 17, 2019

Come help the Sunshine 
Committee make fall 
goodie bags for patients. 
Join us on Tuesday, September 17 at 
9:30 a.m. in the Atrium located on 
the 7th floor of the Marcus Woodruff 
building at Shepherd Center!



The Patient Who Changed Me
By: Drew Jubera

  People who work at Shepherd Center say it again and again. Every patient has a story – a traumatic 
story, a survival story, a redemption story. Yet while Shepherd Center has a national reputation for the 
profound effect it has on the people who come through its doors, those same patients and clients often 
have a lasting, even life-changing impact on the doctors, nurses, therapists, case managers and others 
who work with them. “I’ve gotten something from every patient I’ve ever worked with,” says Jeremy 
Bingham, RN, of the hundreds of patients he’s worked with in the past 17 years as a nurse in the hospi-
tal’s Spinal Cord Injury (SCI) Rehabilitation Program. Shari McDowell, PT, DPT, who served as a physical 
therapist at Shepherd Center before becoming program director for the hospital’s Spinal Cord Injury Re-
habilitation Program, says, “They just teach you things that make you a better therapist – that make you 
a better person.” Here is one of the many stories of how patients and clients have made a difference in 
the lives of the people who work throughout Shepherd Center – and how they make Shepherd Center a 
better place.
From Reluctant Patient to World Traveler: Shannon Ali and Fletcher Cleaves
  Recreational therapist Shannon Ali, CTRS, had worked at Shepherd Center for about a year when an 
18-year-old college freshman from Tennessee transferred from the inpatient Spinal Cord Injury Rehabili-
tation Program to the SCI Day Program team designated for adolescents. Ten years later, that patient still 
influences Ali’s work. “Those times when I think to myself, ‘Am I even 
making a difference? Is this really benefiting them?’ I think of those 
stories with Fletcher,” Ali says.
  Fletcher Cleaves was a scholarship football player when he was para-
lyzed from the chest down after a car crash caused by a distracted driv-
er. Believing the injury and subsequent disability would forever dimin-
ish his life, Fletcher resisted recreational therapy because he thought 
it was useless. When Ali escorted him to a restaurant, he paused in his 
wheelchair for someone to open the door – until Ali insisted he do it 
himself. When she coaxed him into a store, he said someone else would 
always have to shop for him – until Ali convinced him otherwise. He 
reluctantly went to Atlanta’s airport to learn to navigate security and 
boarding, through a Shepherd Center program sponsored by Delta Air 
Lines, saying he’d never travel by plane.
  Now 28 and a college graduate, Fletcher lives in Memphis, Tennessee, 

on his own, where he drives, works 
in IT and is a motivational speaker. 
He has also traveled to five conti-
nents, trekking up the Eiffel Tower 
and riding a personal watercraft in 
Barbados. “A therapist can make or break a patient at a critical 
time,” Fletcher says. “They’re going to get you to live your life. That’s 
the mentality Ali had. Who knows where I’d be if she didn’t?”
  Ali, mother of a 12-year-old daughter, still talks regularly with Fletch-
er and says Fletcher influenced Ali as a therapist. Things he’s learned, 
he passes on to Ali. She incorporates what he tells her about his post-
crash life into sessions with current patients. He is also someone her 
daughter admires.

    Fletcher and other former patients send Ali photos or videos of themselves back at home opening 
doors, skirting sidewalk obstacles, shopping. It’s their way of saying thanks. Those melt my heart,” Ali 
says. “They’re real life.” And to Ali, they are also a reminder to keep pushing. “I’m part of making a dif-
ference.”

Above (l-r): Shannon Ali, CTRS, and 
Fletcher Cleaves pose for a photo togeth-
er.

Above: Shannon Ali, CTRS, is a recreational 
therapist in the Spinal Cord Injury Rehabil-
itation Program. Photo by Louie Favorite.
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Membership in the Shepherd Center Auxiliary, Peach Corps, and 
Junior Committee is open to all volunteers. Members provide 
ongoing fundraising and volunteer support to Shepherd Center.  
For more information on becoming a member of one of these 
groups, contact Alex Seblatnigg at (404) 350-7315 or visit 
www.shepherd.org.
Shepherd Center’s mission is to help people with a temporary or 
permanent disability caused by injury or disease rebuild their lives 
with hope, independence, and dignity, advocating for their full 
inclusion in all aspects of community life while promoting safety 
and injury prevention.
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Above (l-r): Sisters Amber and Lydia 
Bruce attended a family brunch 
sponsored by 2460 Apartments.

Right (l-r): Karen 
Hardy and her 
son Brayden and 
Summer Williams 
and her son Caden 
dropped off snacks 
for our patients.

Left (l-r): 
Tom Grogan 
from Qual-
ity Inn & 
Suites Buck-
head serves 
Benjamin 
Olmstead 
at a brunch 
the hotel 
sponsored.

Right (l-r): My le 
Hang Thi Nguyen 
and her daughter 
Jennifer Ngo get 
ready to enjoy a 
brunch provided by 
A.R National Short 
Term Housing, 
hosted by employ-
ees Katie Mendes 
and Adrienne Poe.

Below (l-r): Artmore Hotel em-
ployees Kaya Morris and Sasha 
Maleski enjoy serving Jacqueline 
and Robert Reese during a brunch 
hosted by the company.


