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Peckham showcases renovated call center

Open house marks completion of project
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Kristina Stuer had modest hopes when she applied for a job at Peckham Inc.'s call center in Lansing.

She wanted challenging work and a decent wage.

Stuer, born with cerebral palsy, was in a wheelchair. She couldn't work at places such as fast food restaurants that would require her to be on her feet. But Stuer, who had been studying psychology and writing at Lansing Community College, didn't want to settle for a mind-numbing job, either.

Stuer said the job she was offered at Peckham was more than she could have hoped for. She is now one of 320 people who works at the newly renovated, 60,000-square-foot center at 2511 N. Martin Luther King Jr Blvd. There was an open house Monday.

Most of the call center's employees field questions from people who have applied for passports. But Peckam's call center also fields phone calls for the Department of Defense and other customers.

"Working here has given me a chance to feel accomplished. I feel important. I feel valued," the 22-year-old DeWitt resident said.

Workers at the call center in Lansing and a sister site in Phoenix answer an average of 450,000 calls a month. Most workers are paid between $11.63 per hour and $12.50 per hour, though some earn as much as $13.50 per hour. Workers also receive a health and welfare benefit package.

Peckham, based near Capital City Boulevard near Lansing Regional International Airport, is a nonprofit that works to place people with physical, emotional and learning disabilities in jobs. Besides the call center work, it also makes cold weather clothing for the military, sends workers out to other businesses to perform custodial work, contracts with third parties to provide warehousing and logistics services and helps people with disabilities find work at other companies.

Peckham works with about 1,600 clients annually. It invested $6 million to create the call center out of a warehouse.

Jo Sinha, corporate vice president for Peckham, said the work at the call center pushes the boundaries of what many think people with disabilities can do.

"We start with the individual and look behind their limitations to see their possibilities," she said. "Then a whole world opens up."

Sinha said some Peckham workers at a call center in Battle Creek have gone on to find jobs in the federal government.

"These people are doing important jobs," she said. "Someone is relying on their work."

That, in turn, benefits everyone, said Bob Chamberlain [sic], president and CEO of NISH. NISH is a nonprofit agency that works to connect people with disabilities to federal contract jobs such as the passport program at Peckham.

"When we put disabled people to work, the taxpayer wins as well," Chamberlain [sic] said.

But for Stuer, some of the benefits have been more personal. She was offered an opportunity for a promotion at the call center, a job that required her to come to work after bus service for people in wheelchairs was available.

That was the motivation Stuer said she needed to learn how to walk with a walker. She now uses the walker all day, every day and is out of the chair.

"Don't underestimate us," Stuer said. "Don't underestimate the people in this building."

