Foster Mentor of the Year hosts adults with special needs
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Barbara and Bill Watters, who have been named the Lorain County Foster Mentors of the year, at their Wellington, home. The pair have hosted adults with special needs in their home since 1988. MORNING JOURNAL/NATE PARSONS 

WELLINGTON — In 1988, Barbara Watters told her husband, Bill, she was looking for a career change. For three years she had been working at Weber’s Health Care in Wellington, but wanted to be home with their three children.

Watters saw a small newspaper advertisement from Ohio Mentor looking for mentors willing to open their homes to individuals with intellectual and developmental needs. The ad boasted a work-from-home job with a paycheck.

The Watters’ three children were “pretty shocked in the beginning,” but adjusted quickly, Watters said.

“It’s been a very good learning experience for them,” she said. “They accepted it very well. And all their friends that come to the house, they accepted it. It was a good experience.”

The four people who have lived with the Watters in the 22 years they have been mentors have become more than clients, they become family.

“(The program) is basically an alternative to being put in group homes or institutions. They get put into a home setting where they’re interacting with family and just try to get them a normal life instead of being in lockdown, so to speak,” Bill Watters said.

Her devotion and willingness to allow other people to live with her family is one of the reasons she was named 2010 Foster Mentor of the Year for Lorain County, said REM Ohio Regional Director Janice McNamara.

“She goes above and beyond for the individuals who live with her,” McNamara said. “She really, throughout the years, has incorporated them as part of her family.”

The award was a total surprise, at least to Barbara Watters.

“I think you knew, didn’t you?” Watters said to her husband.

“I knew you were going to get some kind of award,” he replied laughing.

Currently, two clients live with the Watters. Elaine Lang, 69, has lived with the Watters for 17 years — the longest placement that they’ve had. Rick Trupo, 54, has been with the family for 10 months.

Trupo came to live with the family when another mentor who lived in Wellington passed away earlier this year.

“They asked me if I would be interested in having a second person,” Watters said.

The family had the extra space, so didn’t mind helping out.

“At the time we got into this, we only had one spare bedroom,” Bill Watters said. “And as we suffered empty nest syndrome, we had two other bedrooms available. That’s when we considered getting a second person.”

Lang and Trupo spend all of their time with the family — when the two aren’t at workshops — participating in all of the same things the Watters family does.

“We just went to a family reunion at the end of May and they went with us,” Watters said. “Everyone was giving them hugs.”

Holidays are the same way. Lang and Trupo are there. They have a place to sit during Thanksgiving dinner and gifts to open on Christmas morning. If the Watters go on vacation, Lang and Trupo go too.

“We’ve taken them to Arizona to visit my daughter and see the Grand Canyon,” Bill Watters said.

“We’ve gone to Niagara Falls and Branson, Missouri,” Barbara Watters added.

On any typical day, the Watters have a lot of running around to do. They are responsible for making sure Lang and Trupo make it to all of their doctor appointments, dentist visits and to any other meetings they have. They keep track of medication, money and that they file all of the paperwork on time.

When the Watters took in their first client, Richard, who was 59 at the time, it didn’t take long for their children to adjust, they said. He was very likeable.

Richard had a thing for John Wayne movies, Bill Watters said, although his favorite movie was “Gone With the Wind.”

Richard had a little trouble remembering names, but had his own way of identifying members of the family. He confused Scarlett from “Gone With the Wind” with Charlotte, so ended up calling their daughter, Connie, Charlotte.

Their second daughter, Carrie, ended up responding to ‘Bucket.’

“We told him, ‘Think of something you carry,’ ” Barb Watters said. “He said, ‘I carry my lunch bucket.’ So, he called her Bucket.”

Having the extra people in the house has become a normal routine. They have keeping the books and appointments down to a science.

As long as their health holds, the Watters said they will continue to open their home to people who need them.

