COVA Salutes Local Resident to Cap Anniversary Year Celebrations

Dale Ouzts instrumental in founding of Center of Vocational Alternatives

Grove City resident Dale Ouzts was honored this month with the inaugural Founders Award from the Center of Vocational Alternatives for his extensive efforts in helping establish the organization and guide it through its early start-up years.

The award was presented as the final celebration of COVA’s 25th anniversary year of 2008. Ouzts, retired general manager of WOSU stations, was a founding board member of COVA, which has grown to be a recognized leader in vocational rehabilitation services for people with mental illnesses and other disabilities that pose a barrier to employment.

“COVA would not be here today to serve our community if it were not for the efforts of Dale Ouzts,” said Judy Braun, COVA president. “There are many start-up struggles with launching any organization, and Dale was there to provide business guidance and support every step of the way for COVA.”

COVA started as Serve-A-Co Inc., a subsidiary of Netcare Corp., in 1982-1983 and became the first provider of vocational services for the Alcohol Drug Addiction and Mental Health (ADAMH) Board of Franklin County in 1986, separating from Netcare. The following year, the name changed to COVA.

Ouzts later worked to secure COVA’s Clintonville headquarters location at 3770 N. High St. in 2002, which facilitated the expansion of services for residents of central Ohio. The Clintonville location features a walk-in Resource Center with 16 internet workstations, Rehabilitation Readiness courses, a computer training classroom and work areas for COVA’s career developers and benefits consultants who annually serve 2,800 individuals who want to return to work and 200 businesses that employ disabled workers.

“There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for COVA,” said Ouzts in accepting the award at a gathering of COVA’s 60 staff members. “There were some very tough times in those early days, but we always believed that our community needed this type of innovative approach to helping people with mental illnesses return to the workforce.”

Braun said Ouzts also was helpful in breaking down stigmas about mental illness.

“COVA’s philosophy has always been that work is part of the recovery process,” Braun said. “Dale helped us carry the message to the business community that one in four adults will at some point in their careers experience a mental health disorder. And employers can be a big part of the recovery process by hiring or retaining appreciative workers who may need minor accommodations at the worksite to be very productive.”

Braun said COVA will now present the Founders Award annually to recognize those in the community who have been instrumental in helping COVA grow and serve the community.

About COVA:

COVA is a national leader in providing rehabilitation services and career development for people with mental illness and other disabilities that pose barriers to employment. COVA is based in Clintonville, with offices in Delaware and Lancaster. The agency serves 2,800 individuals and 200 employers each year. COVA's innovative programming has been recognized nationally with the 2006 and 2007 Eli Lilly Reintegration Award and the U.S. Secretary of Labor's New Freedom Initiative Award. For more information and a schedule of open orientation sessions, see www.cova.org.

Photo cutline information: Dale Ouzts, left, received the inaugural COVA Founders Award from Judy Braun, center, COVA president, and Katie Hamilton, right, COVA board chair.
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