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Jennifer Ondrejka,  Madison
MADISON, Wis. – Leadership Wisconsin, an organization dedicated to developing leaders and strengthening communities, presented the Outstanding Alumni Award to Jennifer Ondrejka of Madison at its annual conference last week in Wisconsin Dells.  
Jennifer Ondrejka of Madison was recognized for her tireless devotion to helping people with disabilities become independent, productive, and included in all facets of community life.  Her dedication is a demonstration of exceptional leadership and commitment. Jennifer is not only a “role Model for other leaders to emulate – alumni like Jennifer are the reason that Leadership Wisconsin exists,” said Gerilynn Perkins, Board of Directors President.   
Jennifer was described by her nominator as a leader in every sense of the word.  Growing up in a family with a rich tradition of civil rights activists and social justice advocates, it was only natural that she committed her life to improving the lives of people with disabilities.

Throughout our state’s history, people with disabilities have not always been afforded some of the basic civil rights that many Americans take for granted. Some of these basic choices – like deciding where to live and who to spend time with – have not been options for people with disabilities in Wisconsin. 

Jennifer was one of the state’s visionaries when it came to disability issues and she wanted to make sure individuals with disabilities also had the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness. She worked tirelessly so that people with disabilities could live in their own homes with people they cared about and not in institutions where they were treated like a number, or worse. Jennifer was instrumental in advancing self-determination in Wisconsin by advocating for Family Care and IRIS (Included, Respect, I Self-Direct), giving individuals with disabilities had the opportunity to choose where they lived and who provided service to them.

Jennifer teamed up with Arts@Large to develop a culture of inclusion in public schools through Operation Everybody. This program provides inclusive, multidisciplinary arts integrated programming for K-8 students and also provides a series of professional development workshops for teachers and art educators.  Inclusive arts projects inspire teachers to use both inclusion and the arts in teaching the general curriculum. Operation Everybody has been conducted in schools and hundreds of kids have participated in the program. With countless hours devoted all across the state, Jennifer’s leadership in improving the lives of people with disabilities is a demonstration of exceptional leadership and commitment.

Teenagers with disabilities sometimes enter the adult world but don’t have the skills or knowledge necessary to succeed. To help overcome this obstacle, Jennifer created Peer Power, a unique peer-based program designed to support high school students with all types of disabilities to plan for their lives after high school.

In her efforts to directly improve the lives of people with disabilities Jennifer initiated and implemented DAWN (Disability Advocates: Wisconsin Network). DAWN provides people throughout Wisconsin with the opportunity to get together and work to make their communities and their state better for individuals with disabilities.

In her former role as the Executive Director of the Wisconsin Board for People with Developmental Disabilities, (BPDD) Jennifer was one of the state’s leaders in the disability community. She chaired numerous boards and committees – at local, state and national levels – and her expertise was frequently sought by government and media agencies alike. Always leading by example, Jennifer never gave a second thought to putting the BPDD’s mission above all else and she inspired those who she led to do the same. Her ethical standards were above reproach and her dedication to those she served was second to none. Jennifer’s commitment to excellence set the bar so high that she ensured that the quality of life for people with disabilities in Wisconsin would continue to improve, even after her retirement earlier this year.
Leadership Wisconsin thanks its conference sponsors: Alliant Energy, Daluge Travel, UW School of Business, the Green Bay Packers and WI Campus Compact.
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Leadership Wisconsin is a premier leadership development organization with a national reputation for producing highly effective leaders. Leadership Wisconsin trains visionary, yet pragmatic leaders who are bound by public need & not political favors; that are capable & willing to work at shaping our future with a broad perspective on the issues. For more information visit our website www.LeadershipWisconsin.org or call our offices at (608) 263-0817.

