MRC has an ongoing contract with Pineview
Greenhouses to assemble planting trays, amounting to millions of flowerpots. Here a worker in
the McKercher program places planting containers in the trays so the greenhouse can plant them
for shipping around the country.
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hris Zeigler carries integrity
wherever she goes — literally.
She has a sheet of paper with
a definition of integrity written in calligraphy that she’s kept with her for
over 20 years since receiving it from a
former boss.
The definition includes the following points, among others:
— To be committed to doing right.
— To be determined to never
shade the truth or trifle with wrong.
— To be willing to stand up anywhere and be counted.
“Those are the ideals that I try
to live up to,” Chris said. It’s how she
lives her life and how she conducts
herself as President of MRC Industries,
a nonprofit human-services agency that
helps individuals with disabilities become more independent and involved
in their community.

Employee Lee Wilcox and MRC President Chris Zeigler stand next to a stack of flower containers that
have been put into trays for Pineview Greenhouses by MRC workers.

MRC teaches work and life skills
through a variety of programs. What
Chris likes about working for such
an organization is “really focusing on
people’s talents and abilities instead of
their disabilities, and helping others
realize that all individuals, regardless
of a disability, have value and worth
and deserve to be treated with respect
and dignity,” she said.
Originally from Ionia, Chris attended Central Michigan University
where she played on the golf team for
four years. In her junior year she was
required to choose a major in order
to stay on the team, so she settled on
psychology, the subject of which she
had the most credits and in which she
had long been interested. After getting
her bachelor’s degree in psychology,
she stayed at Central to earn a master’s
degree in counseling.
Though her parents and two brothers had moved to Kalamazoo while she
was in college, Chris stayed in Mount
Pleasant to work after graduating. For
the first few years she was employed in
a golf pro shop before deciding to look
for work in her field.

She eventually interviewed at Mid
Michigan Industries (MMI), an organization very similar to MRC. When
she was asked to bring in her college
transcripts, she was in the middle of
a golf tournament, so she asked if she
could just drop them off.
When she arrived wearing her golf
clothes, she learned they wanted to interview her a second time, and despite
the embarrassment, she made a good
impression — and was offered the job.
Chris worked at MMI for over 20
years, starting out in the role of placing
individuals in jobs with local employers and ultimately working her way up
to Vice President of Operations.
With family in the area, Chris
was familiar with Kalamazoo, so when
MRC’s previous president announced
her retirement, she applied for the
position. “It was an opportunity for
me to take on a new challenge and
be closer to my family,” she said. Her
younger brother, Scott, is in Arizona,
but her older brother Harold (of the
Harold Zeigler car dealerships) and her
nephew, Aaron, both live in Kalamazoo
with their families.



tarted in the 1940s by a group of
parents who wanted more services
and opportunities for their disabled children, the organization that became MRC evolved many times and was
incorporated in 1969. The agency now
has a staff of about 90 people and serves
over 700 individuals each year through
four main programs in cooperation with
area businesses.
“Something that kind of sets us
apart from other human-service agencies
is that we … implement a lot of our goals
through employment of individuals with
disabilities,” said Chris.
McKercher Services is MRC’s oldest
program and is housed in the organiza-

tion’s Bank Street headquarters. It serves people with
developmental disabilities,
primarily through work programs. In addition to placing
individuals in jobs in the
community, McKercher also
provides in-house services,
contracting with area businesses to do bulk mailing
and production work.
McKercher particiChris Zeigler and Aaron Zeigler (at right) are shown with
pants come to MRC to work
salesperson Ross Kester in the showroom at the Harold Zeigler
dealership. Ross found his job with Zeigler’s through MRC and
on these projects, fulfilling
was responsible for selling Chris her personal automobile.
multiple goals at once. “We
cation in the Park Trades Center, which
… use that work as a training
is set up like an art gallery. In addition
tool to teach people job skills while they
to learning art skills, the participants are
earn a paycheck,” Chris said. Particialso able to sell their art.
pants learn more than just job skills, she
The MRC Drummers has similarly
added. “They’re receiving job training on
grown from some individuals with a
the specific skills to do the job, but also
general interest in music to a group of
learning all the things that it takes to be
trained musicians who perform at varia good employee.”
ous public events.
Individuals with a creative bent can
Participation in these programs also
work in an Artists’ Co-op program or in
inspires confidence, as is illustrated by an
the MRC Drummers, which according
MRC artist’s two art pieces that hang in
to Chris, “both showcase the talents that
Chris’ office. After she bought the first one,
individuals with disabilities have.”
the artist was so pleased that he wanted to
The art program started with a
photograph her next to the picture.
group of people who wanted to take art
While in her office, the artist observed
classes and has expanded to an offsite lo-
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Chris, who started at MRC in
April of 2007, said: “One of the things
I love about my job here is that I like
the business aspect, but I also like the
human-service aspect. So, it’s really a
nice blend for me.
“I think the thing that’s really kept
me in this field is that it’s an opportunity to work with individuals who have
never had many opportunities in their
lives. And it’s a way to advocate for
people to be a part of their community
that otherwise might not be,” she added.

ÅH;I?:;DJÅ>H?IÅ;?=B;HÅ?IÅM;BBÅ7M7H;ÅE<ÅJ>;ÅIKFFEHJÅE<ÅBE97BÅ8KI?D;II;IÅ
7D:Å?D:?L?:K7BI ÅM>?9>ÅC7A;IÅ ÅIK99;II<KB Å7D:ÅI>;Å?IÅ=H7J;<KBÅ<EHÅ?J
the golf posters on the walls. “The next
thing I know he’s down there working on
a golf picture (see contents-page photo),
thinking that … I’d buy it from him. So
he’s got another sale from me,” she said.
McKercher also provides education
about and exposure to many aspects of
community life through a program called
Community Supports.
The BridgeWays and Pathways programs both serve people diagnosed with

This production area at MRC is the scene of
much activity during business hours.

a mental illness. BridgeWays provides
case management and support services
to help individuals take charge of their
lives. Pathways is a “clubhouse” program
where participants work with each other
and with staff to learn job skills. They
do this by helping to run the clubhouse,
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for example, preparing meals in the
kitchen, or doing clerical work. Pathways also provides job placement and
other employment-related services.
The fourth program, Connections,
serves youths and young adults with
emotional issues or mental illness,
helping them transition from school to
work and be active participants in their
community through group-training
classes and outside activities.
MRC’s programs are supported
by business services income, but as a
nonprofit organization, it is also highly
dependent on outside funding sources.
Its annual fundraiser is the Kalamazoo
Klassic run held on Father’s Day weekend each year, but it is funded primarily
through Community Mental Health and
is also a United Way Agency.
State budget problems and the fact
that the local United Way did not meet
its goal this year mean that there will
definitely be some funding cuts, Chris acknowledged. “We’re working very hard to
operate as efficiently as we can but to also
explore new sources of revenue,” she said.
The current job market also poses
challenges for MRC’s job placement
services. On the other hand, the business
services side is doing well, said Chris.
“We’ve been really lucky; we still have a

MRC is in the process of finding a new location
due to the loss of over a third of the space in
their 33,000 square-foot building when Portage
Creek flooded in September 2008. The parking lot
overlooking the Farmers’ Market was turned into
a lake, and water reached almost to the tabletops
in the production area of MRC’s facility.

lot of work that we’re doing for other businesses. ... I’ve heard that some of the other
organizations similar to ours throughout
the state are really hurting right now.”
MRC has over 100 bulk-mail and
production customers. Employees there
process mailings of all sorts, including
one of over 300,000 pieces. Employees
also perform other assembly jobs, including making buttons (such as for the
Kalamazoo New Year’s Fest) and setting
planting pots in trays.
The quality of MRC’s work contributes to its success, Chris believes. “Nothing goes out of our program here without
having strict quality-control checks on it
to make sure that every piece is done to
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th employer’s satisfaction. That’s really
the
im
important to us,” she said.
RC is now also facing a
challenge unrelated to the
economy. When heavy rains
flooded Portage Creek last fall, much
of its headquarters on Bank Street was
submerged. After the waters receded,
about a third of the building was no longer usable. Though staff members have
shuffled around to share office space and
all programs are still operating, the organization is cramped and needs to move.
The organization is in the process
of searching for a new building and has
just kicked off a capital campaign to
raise funds to purchase one. The facility
requirements needed by the agency are
creating challenges in finding the right
building, however. It must have enough
space for offices, a production area, and
storage. In addition, the location of the
building must be accessible to MRC’s
program participants.
“It must be on a bus line,” Chris
said. Most of the individuals in the McKercher program cannot drive and rely
on public transportation (Care-A-Van,
Metro Van, or Metro Transit) to come to
and return home from their jobs at MRC.
Most participants in the other programs
use Metro Transit.
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“WYNDHAM HAS
EVERYTHING WE WANT.”

Wyndham, a Heritage Community,
provides surprisingly affordable
independent apartment living in an
intimate setting. Our luxurious floor
plans open up a vibrant world of
activities, cultural events and Best
Friends™. Located near the heart of
Kalamazoo, Wyndham is part of the
Heritage Community continuum of
care. You can feel secure knowing
we can care for your needs today
and tomorrow.
Call us anytime for a personal tour.
Find out why so many call
Wyndham “home.”
The MRC Artists’ Co-op allows program participants to develop their artistic skills and sell their
works of art in the gallery, which participates in
the monthly Kalamazoo Art Hop.

■

2300 Portage Street
Kalamazoo, MI 49001
269.226.6321
www.heritagecommunity.com

Best Friends™ is a trademark of Health Professionals Press, Inc.
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Look And Feel Your Best.
“We strive to provide a superior care experience by creating a pleasant
personal setting for the finest surgical procedures.”
Body Contouring
Liposuction, Abdominoplasty

Breast Surgery
Augmentation, Reduction, Reconstruction

Facial Surgery
Facelift, Eyelid Lift, Brow Lift, Rhinoplasty

Reconstructive Procedures
Burns and Burn Scars, Facial Trauma,
Congenital Deformities

Skin Rejuvenation
IPL Treatment of Skin Pigment Abnormalities,
Small Blood Vessels and Hair Removal,
Laser and Chemical Peels

On-site surgical center providing
quality, confidential care
575 W. Crosstown Parkway – Kalamazoo
Phone (269) 343-5750 – Toll-Free (877) 995-5750
Steven M. Nitsch, M.D.

Proceeds benefit:

For more information call:

(269) 345-0273
or visit us online at:
www.hospiceswmi.org
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Chris, an avid golfer since childhood, enjoys
a good day on the course, especially with her
brothers, who just can’t seem to beat her.

“Those services are really critical
to get people to and from their jobs here
at MRC and also to be employed in the
community,” Chris said. “It’s their means
of transportation and it’s their way of
gaining independence.”
Chris is well aware of the support of
local businesses and individuals, which
makes MRC successful — and she is
grateful for it. Part of her philosophy as
the agency’s president is the importance
of giving back. “We hope that we can
do things for our community … just as
Kalamazoo supports us,” she said.
One way in which the agency does
support the community is through
volunteer work for other nonprofits. The
Community Supports program sends
program participants, accompanied by
staff, to about 14 sites in the community,
such as Habitat for Humanity and the
Tendercare nursing home. Many staff
members volunteer elsewhere as well.
Chris can’t say enough about MRC’s
dedicated board of directors or the commitment of its staff to the mission. “They
really just do a wonderful job in working
with the people that we serve. I’m very
proud of them,” she said.
“Almost every day I think about how
lucky I am to be here,” she added.
The bittersweet part about being in
Kalamazoo for Chris is that her parents had passed away before she moved
here. She was close to both parents and
feels shaped by them as well. She has a
passion for reading, which she inherited from her mother, and her father
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introduced her to golf. He’s also her role
model of a person with integrity. She
keeps a clipping of a newspaper article
about her father “as a reminder of the
type of person I’d like to be,” she said.
Family is still an important part of
her life, though. She enjoys spending
time with the families of her brother,
Harold, and nephew, Aaron. Always
an avid golfer, she also enjoys competing with (and beating) her brother and
nephew on the golf course.
One year when Harold bragged that
he was going to defeat her, she offered
him this dare: “If you can beat me playing golf, I’ll totally give up the game and
take up knitting.” This loss would be
very out of character for Chris, but her
hopeful brother took her at her word
and gave her a ball of yarn and knitting
needles for Christmas. “I haven’t had to
use them yet,” she said.
Chris spends most of her spare time
golfing, but she also loves boating and
water-skiing: “Although I’m not quite as
fond of the water as I used to be before
the flood,” she joked.
This sense of humor reflects her
outlook on the challenges of her job.
She said that sometimes when she tells
people what she does for a living, they
tell her that it must be very hard. “I say,
it’s really not. Certainly, it has its challenges, but challenge is good; we all need
challenges in our lives,” she said.
“The opportunity to see people
that we serve grow and become more
independent and be welcomed in the
community — that’s what keeps us all
coming back.”

www.devisserlandscape.com

addbrilliancetoyournextproject
Media Architects – Web Applications
DVD Transfers – Presentation & Design
Video Shooting & Editing
9am-5pm Monday thru Friday
www.absolutevideo.com
269.343.1000
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