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Brianna Garten, Business Rental 
Sales Executive of Enterprise  
Holdings recently stopped by  
Families Together, to deliver a 
$1500.00 check from the Enterprise 
Holding Foundation.  Accepting the 
check is Connie Zienkewicz,  
Executive Director of Families  
Together, Inc.   
Thank you Enterprise Holdings! 

Announcing Parent IEP Mentor Program 
Families Together, Inc. is proud to announce we have been awarded a 
grant from the Kansas Council on Developmental Disabilities to employ a 
Parent IEP Mentor at each of our three centers. The majority of parents 
who call Families Together can take the information we provide about 
their child’s educational rights and successfully collaborate with their 
school team to craft an IEP (Individualized Education Program) which 
meets their child’s needs.  At times, parents need more intense support 
to help them feel they are able to effectively advocate for their child.  
This is when a Parent IEP Mentor can be assigned to work more closely 
with a family and the school.   

Two of the positions have been filled by veteran staff, Darla Nelson-
Metzger (Topeka) and Laurie Gerber (Garden City) who have nearly 40  
years of combined experience helping to educate and empower families 
and their sons and daughters with disabilities. The remaining position has 
been filled by our newest team member, Beth Orth (Wichita), who brings 
20 years of expertise as a special education teacher.  In an addition to 
assisting families by phone or in person, our Parent IEP Mentors will be 
doing outreach to professional organizations, community partners and 
parent groups about IEP Mentor program and other services offered by 
Families Together, Inc.   

The outcomes of the Parent IEP Mentor program will be formally  
evaluated by Heidi Connell and Jennifer Stone, professors at Wichita 
State University.  Heidi and Jennifer also serve Families Together, Inc.    
as members of the board of directors.   

The grant requires a 25% match donation from the community and   
funding can be renewed for up to three years. If you have been helped 
by Families Together in the past, your donation to continue the Parent 
IEP Mentor program is encouraged.  You may make contributions on our 
website, through Facebook, and by calling our Wichita Administrative 
Center at 316.945.7747. 

 

Website:  FamiliesTogetherInc.org 

Randi Thimesch from Families  
Together, Inc. was among the nine  
people from local Wichita non-
profits who spent a week in         
Indianapolis at The Fund Raising 
School of the Lilly Family School of 
Philanthropy. Over the course of 
four days, the group completed the 
Principles & Techniques in  
Fundraising course. This grant was 
supported by Magnify, a strategic 
initiative of the Wichita Community 
Foundation.  

Thank You, Wichita  
Community Foundation 
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Spanish speaking families of children with special needs traveled 
across the state to the Family Enrichment Weekend in Wichita 
October 19-20, 2018. After dinner Friday evening, parents were 
divided into Moms and Dads’ groups to share and network while 
children participated in fun activities led by Dorothy, the Scarecrow, 
Glenda the Good Witch, and a Flying Monkey. 

Saturday, parents attended workshops presented in Spanish on 
special education law, behavior strategies, family engagement and 
more. While the parents gained information to guide their children’s 
education, the children were divided into age groups and matched 
with companions from Benedictine College.  Their day included a visit 
from Exploration Place, Botanical Gardens, and Kansas Wild Life 
Center.  They also received a special visit from Molly, a unique dog 
with special needs.  

The day concluded with a fun game of Wheel of Fortune which pitted 
the dads against the moms. 

The event ended with families coming back together, hugs goodbye 
and traveling home with a sense of empowerment and new 
friendships.  

Our next Family Enrichment Weekend (English) is scheduled for 
February 15-16, 2019 in Garden City.  Call the Garden City office at 
(620) 276-6364 for more information and to register.  

Travel the Rainbow of Possibilities 

Staff members, Terri Norgren, Wichita, as The Scarecrow and Carlos Mota, Garden 

City, as The Tin Man, pose with two youngsters who participated in the Family    

Enrichment Weekend held in Wichita October 19-20, 2018. 

Trauma Sensitivity 
During the  
IEP Process  

Many parents, be they Special    
Education Surrogates (Education 
Advocates), foster or pre-
adoptive, adoptive, or victims of 
trauma themselves, struggle with 
ensuring that their students or  
children are being best served by 
the educational process. Many 
kids who have had adverse child-
hood experiences suffer with a 
neurology that makes it difficult 
to learn in a typical way. They 
may also be constantly struggling 
to do the right thing by regulating 
their emotional responses in    
socially appropriate ways. The 
Individuals with Disabilities       
Education Act  ensures that all 
students who have emotional or 
social disabilities have the right to 
an individualized education plan 
(IEP) that helps them reach their 
academic potential so that they 
can live productive, independent 
adult lives.  

The articles linked below,        
published in the Federation for 
Children with Special Needs’ 
quarterly newsletter, Newsline, 
demonstrate ways in which the 
IEP process can be made sensitive 
to complex childhood trauma  
issues; that is, trauma-sensitive.  

Find the full articles here: 
www.familiestogetherinc.org/
forms/SMHI/
TraumaIEPProcess.pdf   

“When you judge someone 
based on a diagnosis, you miss 
out on their abilities, beauty, 
and    uniqueness.”   - Serenly 

http://www.familiestogetherinc.org/forms/SMHI/TraumaIEPProcess.pdf
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Fin de semana de Entrenamiento para las Familias (FEW) 

¿Qué es FEW?  Fin de semana de Entrenamiento es un evento de Familias incluido los niños de nacimiento 

hasta los 21, que tenga una eexcepcionalidad y que asistan a la escuela. 

¿Qué es lo que hacemos? Los padres van a talleres y a grupos, mientras los niños participan en actividades 

divertidas y apropiadas a su edad. Los niños se les asigna  con un voluntario, casi siempre son estudiantes 

universitarios para ayudarlos durante el día. 

¿Por qué debería asistir? Niños con una excepcionalidad casi siempre necesitan servicios adicionales por 

ejemplo un IEP en la escuela o apoyo en la comunidad. Los talleres te ayudaran a aprender a cómo manejar 

mejor los servicios de tu niño y te darán consejos de cómo ser un buen miembro de  un equipo. 

¿Quién puede asistir? FEW es un evento familiar. Hay algo para todos para mamás, papás, hermanos, 

hermanas  y también para nuestros hijos con una discapacidad. 

¿Cómo me puedo registrar para asistir? Las solicitudes por orden de llegada, con una preferencia dada a las 

familias que aún no han asistido a un evento nocturno. Las Familias estarán en una lista de espera después que 

las primeras 30 solicitudes hayan sido recibidas. 

¿Cuánto cuesta? No hay costo alguna para las familias siempre y cuando si asistan al evento? 

¿Cuándo es el próximo evento? El próximo evento en español será el 19 y 20 de Octubre  en Wichita. 
Comunícate a nuestra línea en español a 1.800.499.9443 y pide una aplicación.   

 

Family Enrichment Weekend (FEW) 

What is a FEW?  Family Enrichment Weekends are events for families that include a child, birth through 21,  

who has an exceptionality, and is still attending school.  

What do we do?  Parents attend workshops and discussion groups while the children participate in fun, age-

appropriate activities. The children are matched with a volunteer, usually a college student, to assist them 

throughout their day.  

Why should I come?  Children with an exceptionality often need additional services like an IEP at school or  

community support.  The workshops will help you learn how to be a team member and tips to successfully  

manage your child’s services. 

Who can attend?  FEWs are family events. There is something for everyone — moms, dads, brothers and       

sisters as well children with disabilities. 

How do I sign up?  Applications are accepted on a first come, first served basis, with a preference given to    

families who have not yet attended an overnight event.  Families will be placed on a waiting list after the first  

30  applications are received.   

How much is it? There is no cost to the family as long as the family attends the entire event.   

When is the next event? The next FEW in English will be in Garden City, KS  February 15-16, 2019.                    

Call 1-888-820-6364 to request an application.  



 

 

Family Engagement Series 

Workshops are planned for the Garden City area to assist parents in becoming empowered in their child’s education. 
The workshops have no fee and a snack is provided.   

Tuesday, February 26, 2019— From Dreams to Goals—Your Role on the IEP Team: This is an interactive workshop 
where parents may brainstorm ideas, talk about their concerns and learn strategies to effectively share ideas and 
goals with their child’s IEP team. 

Tuesday, March 26, 2019— Sharpening Your Skills—Being an Effective Team Member:  At this workshop parents will 
learn how to share their family story and improve their listening skills for effective participation in meetings for their 
child.  We will discuss ways to resolve differences and reach solutions as a team. 

All workshops are one hour in length and begin at 6:30pm.  Location of workshops are: 

Finney County Public Library 
605 E Walnut St 
Garden City, KS 67846 
 
SPACE IS LIMITED so register today by calling 1-888-820-6364 or by going to our event page at our website—
familiestogetherinc.org or click on the above links and sign up  through Eventbrite.   

 

February 15-16, 2019 

 

Family Enrichment Weekend 

Garden City (English) 

1-888-820-6364 

February 15, 2019 Supported Decision Making—an 

Alternative to Guardianship 

Garden City 

1-888-820-6364 

February 21, 2019 Education Advocate Training 

Kansas City 

1-800-264-6343 

March 26, 2019 

 

Education Advocate Training 

Salina 

1-800-264-6343 

March 30 & April 4, 2019 

 

Family Employment Awareness  

Training (FEAT) 

Kansas City 

1-800-264-6343 

April 4, 2019  Education Advocate Training 

Pittsburg 

1-800-264-6343 

February 28-March 1, 2019 Champions of Children, the 37th Annual 

Kansas Division of Early Childhood           

Conference 

DoubleTree  

(formerly the Hilton Wichita         

Airport Hotel) 

Visit our booth at: 

Our upcoming events: 
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http://www.cvent.com/events/the-37th-annual-kansas-division-for-early-childhood-conference/event-summary-c8b797d1b3f8405b9437445db9bd7092.aspx?i=74e7f395-1191-4bc8-8543-1836168f43ec&fbclid=IwAR23Z1mXBlPfqclWTiYdfi2R907IJ9PTbWeallPeZB6f7hKK8vNXU6gfMNw
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http://www.cvent.com/events/the-37th-annual-kansas-division-for-early-childhood-conference/event-summary-c8b797d1b3f8405b9437445db9bd7092.aspx?i=74e7f395-1191-4bc8-8543-1836168f43ec&fbclid=IwAR23Z1mXBlPfqclWTiYdfi2R907IJ9PTbWeallPeZB6f7hKK8vNXU6gfMNw


Preschool, Elementary School, Middle School 

 Establish a communication system with the school so you can be aware of what is happening on          

a regular basis with your student. 

 Be positive when speaking about school, teachers and classmates.  

 Work with the school to develop a plan to encourage positive behaviors.  

 Confirm your student with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) has access to and is using the 

necessary accommodations to succeed.   

 Be aware of signs of bullying, learning struggles, or health concerns which might be the reason for 

your student’s performance at school.  

 Monitor reading, writing and math skills. Set high expectations but be aware that some students  

will need special interventions to develop these skills.  

 Make sure your student with an IEP has academic goals that are in line with the general curriculum. 

 Teach your student how to ask for help if needed and help them  to advocate for themselves. 

High School 

 Keep an eye on grades and make sure your student is staying on track for graduation. 
 Be aware of your student’s attendance. 

 Seek tutoring and extra academic assistance to help them through difficult classes.  
 Help your child explore careers and understand the necessary education and/or training.  

 If your student has an IEP, make sure they are a part of the IEP team and involved in the transition 
plan.  

 Make sure your student’s IEP goals align with the requirements for a high school diploma.  
 Remember, students with IEPs may need to stay longer in high school and receive extra supports    

in order to help them complete the necessary coursework to graduate with a regular high school     
diploma.  

Make Graduation a Priority! 
 

Source: Parent to Parent of Georgia  

As always, thank you to all education advocates. We value your hard work                                            

and dedication.  Please call the Families Together center nearest you if you have                                   

any questions or concerns.  

We have made it half way through the school year! We hope everyone had a 

great holiday season. It’s a new year and now the focus can shift to parent-

teacher conferences and keeping your students on track for graduation.  The path 

to high school and graduation can start as young as preschool. Here are some tips 

to help your student finish out the school year strong and successful.  

Education Advocates 

We are half way through the school year! 



 

 

 

A Letter to My Younger Self:  A Parent Story 

Una carta a mi yo más joven: una historia de los padres 

Dear Younger Me, 

Now that you have a daughter who has been diagnosed with autism, here are some things to remember.  
Girls have autism, too. Meltdowns and temper tantrums are different. Spanking does not work. Your 
child will be just fine eating chicken nuggets twice a day for five years.  

Pay attention whenever the professionals use the word “transition”.  Transition is code for “caution, 
changes ahead”. Transition is a life-long process. It is more than a stage of development or making a few 
critical decisions. 

Be prepared for a bumpy ride during the school years. Never, NEVER forget, you and your daughter are 
valuable members of the IEP team.  Trust me, have her attend a tiny portion of her IEP meetings early 
on. You will be setting the stage for your daughter to learn to advocate for herself. 

You can do this!  There will be many people who can help you on this journey, like the staff at Families 
Together. They can answer your questions about health, special education, employment and community 
support and more, whether she is an infant, teenager or a young adult. Just call. 

Sincerely,    

Older and Wiser Me 

Ahora que tiene una hija que ha sido diagnosticada con autismo, aquí hay algunas cosas que debe re-
cordar. Las niñas también tienen autismo. Los derrumbes y las rabietas son diferentes. Nalgadas no fun-
ciona. Tu hija estará bien comiendo nuggets de pollo dos veces al día durante cinco años 

Pon atención siempre que los profesionales utilicen la palabra "transición". La transición es el código de 
"precaución, cambios por delante". La transición es un proceso de larga duración de  vida. Es más que 
una etapa en el desarrollo o tomar algunas decisiones críticas. 

Prepárate para un viaje de subidas y bajadas durante los años escolares. Nunca, NUNCA lo olvides, que 
tú y tú hija son miembros valiosos del equipo del IEP. Confía en mí, haz que ella asista a una pequeña 
parte de sus reuniones de IEP desde el principio. La estarás preparando para que  aprenda a defenderse 
por sí misma. 

¡Puedes hacerlo! Habrá muchas personas que pueden ayudarte en este viaje, como el personal de Fami-
lias Unidas. Pueden responder tus preguntas sobre salud, educación especial, empleo y apoyo comuni-
tario y más, ya sea un bebé, un adolescente o un adulto joven. Solo llama.  

Atentamente,  

más vieja y más sabia” 

My name is Randi Thimesch and I have an almost 26-year-old daughter with autism.  I am also a staff     
member at Families Together. Although I think our family did okay with most of the decisions we made    
parenting a child with special needs, there are some things I wish I had known from the beginning. I have 
always wanted to write a letter to the “Younger Me” like the popular song several years ago. So here it goes: 

Parenting a child with autism is a wild roller coaster; too often, I rode it alone and without a seat belt. It was 
really scary at times and it didn’t need to be.  Families Together can’t stop the roller coaster but our staff 
can sure help make the ride less frightening. We are by your side and we have seat belts. Buckle up and let’s 
go. 

Mi nombre es Randi Thimesch y tengo una hija de autismo de casi 26 años. También soy miembro del per-
sonal de Familias Unidas. Aunque creo que nuestra familia estuvo de acuerdo con la mayoría de las decisio-
nes que tomamos como padres de un niño con necesidades especiales, hay algunas cosas que desearía ha-
ber sabido desde el principio. Siempre quise escribir una carta a "A mí misma, de cuando era joven" como la 
canción popular de hace varios años. Así que aquí va: 

Criar a un niño con autismo es una montaña rusa; con demasiada frecuencia me subí sola y sin cinturón 
de seguridad. A veces daba miedo y no tenía por qué darlo. Familias Unidas no pueden detener la mon-
taña rusa, pero nuestro personal puede ayudar a que el viaje sea menos aterrador. Estamos a tu lado y 
tenemos cinturones de seguridad. Abróchate el cinturón y vamos. 



What are F2Fs? 

Family-to-Family Health Information Centers (F2F) are family-led centers 

funded by the Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA).  Each 

F2F is staffed with highly-skilled, knowledgeable staff who have first-hand 

understanding of the challenges faced by families caring for Children and 

Youth with Special Health Care Needs (CYSHCN).  

 
Why do families of CYSHCN need special help? 

When a family learns their child has special health care needs, they face 

frightening prognoses and complex challenges including: 

 A maze of programs with different eligibility requirements, policies 
and procedures; 

 Demands of providing home health care for their child; 
 Extraordinary expenses for deductibles and un-covered medical 

expenses; and, 
 Re-navigating new programs as their child’s needs change. 
 
How many families in Kansas have a CYSHCN? 

 In 2016, Kansas reported 120,822 children with CYSHCH  
 37,465 children have inadequate insurance 
 28,930 children have conditions that consistently affect their activities  
 35,755 do not receive family-centered care 
 
What does Families Together do to help Kansas families with CYSHCN? 

Families Together has developed the CareING notebook as an 

organizational tool to support families with the complex amount of 

information gathered to support their child with special health care 

needs.  The notebook is written in both English and Spanish and is free to 

the families who qualify.  

Family Voices has recognized Families Together, Inc. for its “Promising 

Practices in Cultural Competence.”  Our nonprofit has been successful in 

reaching the many diverse populations in Kansas through partnerships, 

staff training, and peer to peer support.   

One of our partners is the Cerebral Palsy/Medically Complex Clinic 

sponsored by The University of Kansas where children with complex 

medical needs can be seen by a coalition of  multi-disciplinary 

professionals at one visit.    

Kansas families who have CYSHCN also need assistance with questions 

about transitioning their child’s health from pediatric services to adult 

services.  Understandably, questions about a child’s care changes from 

infant, to school-age to young adulthood and Families Together is here to 

help families through those stages up to age 26.   

From the  
Director’s  

Desk 
 
Dear Parents and Appointed 
Education Advocates, 

Happy New Year from all the staff at 
Families Together! 

As we embark on a new year, many 
people make resolutions.  One 
suggestion from Families Together is 
to choose one of the professionals 
who serve your child (teacher, para, 
doctor, direct care professional, etc.) 
and make a concerted effort to 
strengthen your connection to that 
person.  Help them to know your 
child better, find ways to support 
their role in your child’s life, and 
offer information to them that will 
help them serve your child better.   

The more families are involved with 
their children’s support network, the 
more success the child and family 
experiences.   

2019 promises to be a great year for 
Families Together to provide new 
and innovative services to you and 
other families that include a child 
with a disability.  New regional 
conferences, IEP mentors in each 
office, and much more.  We are 
excited to bring you the services that 
you need to be encouraged in your 
efforts, educated about your rights, 
and empowered to advocate for your 
child. 

Please call if we can help you with 
questions related to your child.  As 
parents of children with disabilities, 
our staff is ready to help you along 
your journey. 

 

  Connie 

   Connie Zienkewicz 

  



Families Together, Inc. 

5611 SW Barrington Court South 

Suite 120 

Topeka, KS  66614 

 Welcome to Families Together, Inc. Winter Newsletter 
Families Together, Inc. provides assistance and guidance to help     
parents and youth become partners in decision-making.  Our non-
profit is the Family-to-Family Health Information Center for Kansas as 
well as a Family Voices State Affiliate Organization.  Check out our  
story on page 7 for more information about how Families Together 
serves the families of Kansas as their F2F center. 

Page 1:  Parent IEP Mentor Program 
Thank you Enterprise Foundation 
and Wichita Community Foundation 

Page 2: Family Enrichment Weekend 
Trauma Sensitivity During the  
IEP Process  

Page 3: Upcoming Family Engagement Series 
and other upcoming events 

Page 4:  Family Enrichment Weekend FAQ 
Fin de Semana de Entrenamientos 
para las Familias 

Page 5: Education Advocate Update 

Page 6:  A Parent Story in English y Español 

Page 7: What is Family-to-Family? 
Message from Executive Director 

Transition—what is it? 
For families who care for a child with a disability, the biggest         
transition happens between the ages of 16 to 21.  Where will my 
child live?  What will my child do for work? Can my child make his or 
her own legal and medical decisions without assistance?  What hap-
pens when my child is no longer under the care of a pediatrician?  In 
our next newsletter, we will provide tools and resources about transi-
tion concerns for all ages of children with disabilities.  If you can’t 
wait for our next newsletter, our F2F Health Resource Specialists  are 
here to answer these questions and more. Call the center closest to 

you.  Nosotros hablamos español 1.800.499.9443 


