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Moms Get a Healthy Start
BCFS Health and Human Services’ Healthy Start 
Laredo program provides new moms and moms-to-
be resources and information to establish a stable 
foundation for their families.

Crafting and Important Message; A Young 
Woman from Foster Care Shares Her Message 
of Solidarity with Youth
Isabel Jimenez faced her fears, transformed her life 
and became a spokesperson against abuse.

Expertise in the Face of Disaster 
BCFS Health and Human Services’ Emergency 
Management Division (EMD) and the Immediate 
Disaster Case Management (IDCM) teams sprang 
into action to help survivors of one of Texas’ costliest 
hurricane seasons. 

ETV Spotlight 
Two youth from foster care discuss how the Education 
and Training Voucher (ETV) program helps support 
their educational endeavors.

Full-Circle Community Service
Volunteerism at Breckenridge Village of Tyler enriches 
the entire community.

A Family Moving Forward Together
Meet the family Pedro and Monica Resendez always 
knew they wanted, but never dreamed of having… all 
at once!

together

Giving Back by Paying it Forward: Special 
Gifts Crafted with Love
The Giver Bee, a special group of quilters in Kerrville, 
Texas, wraps youth from foster care who graduate high 
school with cozy quilts of love. 

Choosing a Path to Sharpen Skills 
Breckenridge Village of Tyler residents and Day-
Program participants build their sense of pride as 
they take part in an array of electives that hone their 
talents. 

Janette Faces Bullying like a STAR
In Del Rio, the Services To At Risk (STAR) youth 
program helps 10-year old Janette deal with bullying 
at school. 

Growing a Mother’s Confidence
After experiencing the many struggles of being a 
single mom, the HOPES program gives Marisol the 
confidence she needs to tackle challenges head on!

Building In God’s Glory
The Texas Baptist Men continue their legacy as these 
dedicated volunteers set out to build the much-
anticipated expansion of Breckenridge Village of Tyler.

On Birdie’s Wings, A Legacy of Service
When Birdie Reeder passed unexpectedly, her family 
struggled to cope with the loss. A year later, they 
established the Reeder Fund, solidifying Birdie’s 
legacy of service around the world.  
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It is my privilege to share with you the powerful and 
uplifting stories in this issue of Together. I believe you will 
find that the testimonies throughout this publication provide 
overwhelming confirmation to the great work and positive 
human impact throughout the BCFS System. 

With increasing frequency, by way of natural disasters and 
senseless violence, our nation must regrettably face the reality 
of unthinkable devastation and tragedy. More than ever before, 
BCFS System personnel are on the frontlines to fill gaps with 
unique capabilities where people are struggling and hurting. 

The stories and accomplishments recounted on these 
pages would not have been possible without a mission to be 
compassionate, caring and noble, and to walk as Jesus walked 
in service to the frail and the poor, the widows and the orphans, 
the homeless and the destitute. I extend my deepest gratitude 
to all who have joined in the journey to offer hope to those in 
need, our staff members and committed partners, as together 
we bring hope and healing to those who count on us each and 
every day. 

BCFS System programs continue to grow with a deep 
commitment to meet the needs of humanity wherever there is 
a void. In Texas, BCFS Education Services has expanded early 
childhood education and family support services to multiple 
locations in five additional Texas counties. In California, 
Massachusetts and North Carolina, BCFS Health and Human 
Services’ Residential Services Division has opened new locations 
to serve children and families. In Moldova, our international 
humanitarian services arm, Children’s Emergency Relief 
International, has expanded desperately needed humanitarian 
aid by distributing warm boots to more than 10,000 vulnerable 
children and orphans to help them survive brutal cold. Soon, 
Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT) will grow by three new 
residences, an expansion that will allow a significant increase 
in BVT’s capacity to serve adults with mental disabilities. We 
are dedicated to expanding our scope to reach more people, 
children, and communities; when we work together, hope and 
healing become the possible outcomes. 

It is impossible in these few words to paint a comprehensive 
picture of the ways the BCFS System’s programs and services 
are making daily, life-changing influence on those we serve. 
Some of those ways are: providing life-saving trainings and 
aid to cope with emergencies like floods, fires, hurricanes, 
and other natural disasters; securing caring homes for youth 
in foster care and offering critical transitional services for 
youth aging out of the foster care system with nowhere to 
go; providing adoption services that build forever families; 
protecting children from the scourge of human trafficking 
and its consequences that include a life characterized by 
abuse, low self-esteem, and depression, and in extreme cases, 
institutionalization or homelessness. Often, the BCFS System 
has been the only resource that would, or could, meet and 
respond to these urgent and emergent needs.

We are fully committed to our “stakeholders,” the children, 
adults and families who need us most. While some come 
from unstable home environments, others are young mothers 
and fathers wanting to become better parents for their own 
children. Others are grandparents who, after thinking their 
roles as caregivers were complete, find themselves raising 
their grandchildren and are in need of special guidance and 
support. Overseas, orphan children in Sri Lanka and India 
struggle to find a safe place to lay their heads at night, trying 
to avoid the lure of criminals who promise money and exploit 
a child’s vulnerability, instability, and abject poverty. All of 
these deserving souls are our priority. For the Least of These, 
the programs and services of the BCFS System strive to be 
there in their hour of need.

The BCFS System is committed to reflecting Christ’s 
presence in the world through service. Doing the right thing is 
the foundation upon which we are built. Our roots are strong, 
they run deep, and like the tree in the BCFS System logo, our 
programs and services extend their branches far and wide 
to give shelter and provide comfort, stability, kindness and 
opportunity for those most in need.

Kevin C. Dinnin
BCFS System President & CEO

BCFS is a global system of health and human service non-profit organizations with locations and programs throughout 
the United States as well as Eastern Europe, Latin America, South Asia and Africa. The organization is a national leader 
in medical sheltering and emergency management and response, providing critical emergency support services to 
federal, state and local governments. BCFS also provides residential services and emergency shelters for children who 
are abused or neglected, assisted living services and vocational training for adults with intellectual disabilities, mental 
health services for children and families, foster care and adoption services, medical services, transitional living services 
for youth who are at-risk and those in the juvenile justice system, residential camping and retreats for children and 
families, and international humanitarian aid for children living in impoverished conditions in developing countries. 

CHANGE OF ADDRESS
Help us reduce our printing and mailing costs by notifying us of any change of address or 
if you receive multiple copies of this publication by emailing info@BCFS.net.

On the Cover:
Heavy rains from Hurricane Harvey and the subsequent storms 
caused severe flooding in and around the greater Houston area.
High water rising in the Bayou River with downtown Houston in 
the background. 
Photo credit: Trong Nguyen/Shutterstock.com
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Seeking Better Outcomes for Children 
Challenging the status quo with passion and might. Read how Ian Forber 
Pratt is transforming child protection policies in South Asia, one policy at a 
time.

A Trifecta of Triumphs 
Read about the wide variety of ways that BCFS Education Services’ Head 
Start programs are enriching communities through their hands-on work with 
children and parents.  

God Will Have to Convince Me… A Story About Faithful Service 
and Steadfast Commitment
After his first trip to Moldova, Mike Leach’s wife, Diane, joined her husband 
on his mission to help the region’s children and families. With CERI, the duo 
are affecting positive change in one of Eastern Europe’s poorest countries. 

Traversing the World, Fulfilling Destiny
When Abdul was just 13 years old he was sent on a solo journey that would 
take him across the Atlantic Ocean, the jungles of Central America, and 
through some of the world’s darkest corners, all for the opportunity for a 
better life.
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Kevin C. Dinnin
Presidente y Director Ejecutivo del sistema BCFS

Es mi privilegio compartir con ustedes los poderosos e 
inspirantes cuentos en esta edición de Together. Pienso que 
encontrará que los testimonios a lo largo de esta publicación 
confirman abrumadoramente el gran trabajo y el impacto humano 
positivo en todo el Sistema BCFS. 

Con una frecuencia cada vez mayor, a través de desastres 
naturales y violencia sin sentido, nuestra nación debe enfrentar 
lamentablemente la realidad de devastación y tragedia impensables. 
Ahora más que nunca, el personal del Sistema BCFS está en las 
primeras líneas para llenar los vacíos con capacidades únicas donde 
las personas están luchando y doliendo.

Las historias y los logros relatados en estas páginas no habrían 
sido posibles sin una misión de ser compasiva, afectuosa y noble, y 
caminar como Jesús caminó al servicio de los débiles y los pobres, 
las viudas y los huérfanos, los desamparados y los indigentes. 
Extiendo mi más profundo agradecimiento a todos los que se han 
unido en el camino para ofrecer esperanza a los necesitados, a 
nuestro personal y socios comprometidos, ya que juntos brindamos 
esperanza y sanación a quienes cuentan con nosotros todos los días. 

Los programas del Sistema BCFS continúan creciendo 
con un compromiso profundo de satisfacer las necesidades de 
la humanidad dondequiera que haya un vacío. En Texas, BCFS 
Education Services ha ampliado la educación de la primera infancia 
y los servicios de apoyo familiar a múltiples ubicaciones en cinco 
condados adicionales en Texas. En California, Massachusetts 
y Carolina del Norte, la División de Servicios Residenciales de 
BCFS Health and Human Services ha abierto nuevas ubicaciones 
para atender a niños y familias. En Moldova, nuestro brazo de 
servicios humanitarios internacionales, Children’s Emergency 
Relief International (CERI), ha aumentado la ayuda humanitaria 
que se necesita desesperadamente mediante la distribución de botas 
para el invierno a más de 10,000 niños y huérfanos vulnerables para 
ayudarlos a sobrevivir al frio brutal. Muy pronto, Breckenridge 
Village of Tyler (BVT) crecerá en tres nuevas residencias, una 
expansión que permitirá un crecimiento significativo en la 
capacidad de BVT para atender a adultos con discapacidades 
mentales. Estamos dedicados a crecer nuestro alcance para llegar 
a más personas, niños y comunidades; cuando trabajamos juntos, 

la esperanza y la curación se convierten en los posibles resultados. 
Es imposible en estas pocas palabras dar una idea completa de 

las formas en que los programas y servicios del Sistema BCFS están 
haciendo diariamente lo que cambia la vida de quienes servimos. 
Algunas de esas formas son: proporcionando entrenamientos de 
primeros auxilios y ayuda para hacer frente a emergencias como 
inundaciones, incendios, huracanes y otros desastres naturales; 
asegurando hogares de cuidado para jóvenes en cuidado de crianza 
y ofreciendo servicios críticos de transición para los jóvenes que 
crecen fuera del sistema de cuidado de crianza sin tener a donde 
ir; proporcionando servicios de adopción que forjan familias para 
siempre; protegiendo a los niños de la plaga del tráfico humano 
y sus consecuencias que incluyen una vida caracterizada por el 
abuso, la baja autoestima y la depresión, y en casos extremos, la 
institucionalización o la falta de vivienda.  A menudo, el Sistema 
BCFS ha sido el único recurso que cumpliría o podría cumplir y 
responder a estas necesidades urgentes y emergentes.

Estamos totalmente comprometidos con nuestros “interesados”, 
los niños, adultos y familias que más nos necesitan. Mientras que 
algunos provienen de entornos hogareños inestables, otros son 
madres y padres jóvenes que desean convertirse en mejores padres 
para sus propios hijos. Otros son abuelos que, después de pensar 
que sus roles como cuidadores fueron completos, se encuentran 
criando a sus nietos y necesitan una guía y apoyo especiales. En 
el exterior, los niños huérfanos en Sri Lanka e India luchan por 
encontrar un lugar seguro para descansar por la noche, tratando de 
evitar la amenaza de los criminales que prometen dinero y explotan 
la vulnerabilidad, la inestabilidad y la vil pobreza de un niño. Todas 
estas almas merecedoras son nuestra prioridad. Para los menos de 
estos, los programas y servicios del Sistema BCFS se esfuerzan por 
estar presentes en su hora de necesidad.

El Sistema BCFS se compromete a reflejar la presencia de 
Cristo en el mundo a través del servicio. Hacer lo correcto es la 
base sobre la cual estamos construidos. Nuestras raíces son fuertes, 
profundas, y al igual que el árbol en el logotipo del Sistema BCFS, 
nuestros programas y servicios extienden sus ramas por todas partes 
para dar abrigo y brindar comodidad, estabilidad, amabilidad y 
oportunidad a los mas necesitados.  

The GO-TO experts for Emergency Response and Preparedness 
where the only thing certain... is uncertainty!  

• Incident Management 

• Whole Community Planning

• Mass Care Planning

• Medical Mass Care Sheltering 

• Medical Surge Planning

• Healthcare Management of Mass Casualty Events

• Hospital Emergency Preparedness Planning

• Emergency Planning for Long-term Care Facilities

• Disaster Exercise Training

• Public Health Emergency Planning and Operations

• Business Continuity and Economic Recovery

• Mass Fatality Management

• Hazardous Materials and Decontamination

• Planning for Refugee Population Surges

• Agroterrorism – Threats to our nation’s food sources

BCFS HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES’

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT DIVISION

phone: (800) 830-2246
website: www.BCFSEMD.org 
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Flying geese, log cabin, starflower, or the granny square? Which 
traditional quilt pattern is your favorite?  Do you own one of these 
unique pieces of Americana? Do you remember one covering your 
grandparent’s bed or perhaps seen one hanging on the wall of an 
American folk art museum? Quilting is as unique as any artist or art 
form. You may have one as a family heirloom tucked away in your linen 
closet or carefully preserved in a muslin bag in your family hope chest 
to share with future generations. Whatever the case, a quilt is a special 
gift made with love, to be shared, and to give warmth and comfort by 
the hands of a skilled loved one. Or just maybe, a total stranger. 

Giving Back by 
Paying it Forward: 
Special Gifts 
Crafted With L ve
By Marilu Reyna

Make a positive impact in your 
community with a gift that will fill you 
with love…

FOSTER

ADOPT
Or

A Child In
Need Today!

BCFS Health and Human Services Case Managers provide 24/7 support, facilitate support group 
meetings for the whole family and secure services aimed at ensuring family success.

For more information, call (210) 208-5631 or visit FosterCareSanAntonio.com

Adoption
There is no cost for adopting through BCFS 

Health and Human Services. Adopted 
children may be eligible for Medicaid and, in 

Texas, tuition assistance to any public 
university.

Foster Care
Foster parents receive a monthly stipend to 

cover basic childcare costs. 
Healthcare for foster children is covered and 

includes medical and dental benefits. 

BCFS Health and Human Services’ Foster Care and Adoption Specialists 
match children and families together to ensure a good fit from the start. 

Families receive support through the entire process. 

9 
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Myrna Flannery loves to sew. 
“I sewed all my life,” says Myrna, reflecting on 

her days as a young girl growing up in Clayton, New 
Mexico. Later, she would attend Woodberry College 
in Los Angeles, California, where she majored in 
fashion design. After moving to Denver, Colorado, 
to help her father run the family business of hauling 
mail, the artist in her re-emerged, guiding Myrna on 
a long career in floral design. 

In 2001, she made her way to Kerrville, Texas, 
where she now lives with her sisters, LaVerne and 
Gwendolynne. It was here in the Texas Hill Country 
that Myrna became determined to learn the finer 
points of quilting. 

“I knew sewing and quilting were two completely 
differing skillsets,” she explains. “I promised myself 
that although much of quilting came from gathering 
scraps of fabric, sometimes pieces others threw away 
or didn’t want, I was determined to never make an 
ugly quilt.” With the help of a “how-to” television 
show hosted by renowned quilter Alex Anderson, 
Myrna began learning the elaborate intricacies of 
quilting. 

Now, how does someone who has spent the 

countless hours necessary to learn a craft arrive at 
the decision to give away the products of all the hard 
work? Myrna explains:

“Years ago I went through a nasty divorce, and 
when I needed support and a place to stay, there were 
people that were very nice to me. If I was short on 
rent, or couldn’t pay a month, they would waive it.”  

She gets misty eyed as she remembers her 
difficult time, but she is clear as to how those acts 
of kindness so many years ago influenced her work 
with the Giver Bee* quilting group and inspired her 
to give the quilts she and her fellow quilters created 
to those going through their own hard times. 

The ladies who make up the Giver Bee quilting 
group are committed to uplifting their community 
through the donation of the quilts they produce. 
On several occasions since its inception, they have 
gifted quilts that could fetch up to $900 to individuals 
who find themselves working through the broad 
spectrum of challenging circumstances that includes 
unemployment, poverty, the justice system, and abuse. 

When the Giver Bee ladies learned about the 
youth in foster care that BCFS Health and Human 
Services-Kerrville serves through its Preparation 

for Adult Living (PAL) program, they decided to gift 
quilts to the youth in the program in celebration of 
the hard-earned milestone of high school graduation. 
The lives of many youth in the foster care system are 
often characterized by moving between homes and 
uprooting routines, making it difficult to keep friends, 
build structure, or join extracurricular activities that 
sometimes require long-term commitments. The PAL 
program helps guide youth through these obstacles 
with case management, financial literacy training, 
transitional living assistance, and the opportunity to 
pursue the higher education or vocational training 
they will need to move on from their challenging 
childhoods to become successful, contributing 
members of their communities. Myrna and the Giver 
Bee provided one quilt to each of the ten graduates in 
the PAL program and they plan to make it an annual 
tradition. 

“Oftentimes people tell me our quilts are too 
pretty to give away,” Myrna says, “but that’s what 
it’s all about. Seeing the looks on their faces when 
they are given the opportunity to select their quilt is 
an emotional one and makes all the difference in the 
world to me.
“If there is a special message in what we do,” Myrna 
continues, “the hours, days, and weeks of cutting and 
stitching that goes into each quilt, it is ‘what goes 

around comes around.’ 

“Yes, I want the people who receive these 
quilts to feel their warmth and use it for all 
practical purposes, but to also pay the gift 

forward someday.”

“If one day down the road, they are at a place in 
their life where they can help someone, maybe not 
with a quilt per se, but with a meal, a winter coat, or 
even a cup of coffee; and it was the memory of the 
quilt they were gifted that triggers that gesture, then I 
know there is much more meaning in our work than 
just cutting and stitching!” 

*According to the Scripps National Spelling Bee, “Bee” is “a 
fairly old and widely-used word, referring to a community social 
gathering at which friends and neighbors join together in a single 
activity (sewing, quilting, barn raising, etc.) usually to help one 
person or family. http://spellingbee.com/origin-term-spelling-bee

10 
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Choosing a Path to 

SHARPEN SKILLS
BY LEONARD FAVELA

At his home at Breckenridge Village of Tyler 
(BVT), John “Bubba” Smith was sitting on the porch 
relaxing when suddenly he was struck with inspiration 
to work on one of his favorite wooden rocking chairs 
that was looking a little worse for wear. Thanks to 
woodworking skills he learned at BVT, he gave this 
once weathered and wobbly chair a little more time to 
rock!

At BVT, a unique, family-oriented residential 
community for adults with mild to moderate 
intellectual disabilities, residents and day-program 
participants are given the opportunity to grow their 
creative skillsets with classes like woodworking, art, 
horticulture, journalism, photography, knitting and 
ceramics.

“Bubba took the initiative to take an old rocking 
chair at one of the cottages we have on campus and 
refurbish it,” says BVT Executive Director Steven 
Campbell. “He sanded it down, re-secured the screws, 
and then painted it. Those are brand new skills he 
learned through the woodworking class.”

The woodworking instructor handles the heavy 
cutting with the power saw, but students do all the 
sanding, drilling, hammering and nailing. Projects 
include an impressive array of birdhouses, shelves, 
model racecars and towel racks, each one a reflection 
of the students’ impressive craftsmanship and honed 
talents.

For Bubba, an artist in his own right who has lived at 
BVT since 1999, the skills learned in the woodworking 
elective have helped diversify his expertise with various 
other media. In addition to woodworking, Bubba 
enrolled in the art class to sharpen his drawing skills 
that he pairs with his love of photography.  

Before Bubba arrived at BVT, as part of his 
family road trips, he had an interest in identifying 
and photographing old buildings during his cross-
country travels. He has a keen eye and when he saw 
a building he liked, he would take a photo. Once he 
returned home he would pull out his drawing tools 
and make a study of the building. He has continued 
the road trip practice with his family, and today, has 
completed what he estimates are hundreds of drawings 
of buildings from across the American landscape. 

“Bubba excels with pencil art,” describes BVT 
Associate Executive Director of Advancement Linda 
Taylor, mentioning that Bubba’s specialty is drawing 
old buildings with vintage architecture. 

“It started with a trip, to, where, Bubba?” asks Taylor.
“Minden, Louisiana,” Bubba says, before naming 

Mellon’s Country Store as his first subject. 
“It was my friend’s store,” Bubba says as the reason 

why he chose that building for his drawing. 
Bubba gave his drawing of Mellon’s to his friend, 

and today continues to draw and gift much of his work 
to others. Occasionally, Bubba benefits from his work, 
which has found its way to more commercial arenas as 
well. 

“He drew a picture of a local store,” adds Campbell 
about Bubba’s drawing of the Blue Store, a popular gas 
station, restaurant, and meat market in nearby Noonday, 
Texas. “The store selected the piece to adorn a billboard 
and printed business cards with his artwork on them.” 

Bubba’s art is also currently showcased in a line of 
original notecards available for sale to the public. His 
artwork has been featured at an art festival in Bullard, 
Texas, and has won awards at the East Texas State Fair. 

BVT Resident & Day-Program 
Elective Offerings

What do YOU want to learn?
Art, RISE (Reaching Independence through 

Structured Environments), Health & 
Nutrition, Candle Making, Journalism & 

Photography, Reading, Horticulture, Knitting, 
Wood Crafting, Arts & Crafts, Ceramics, 

Hand Bell Choir, Bible Study
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At BVT, learning new things is just part of 
daily life. BVT programs and activities are 
geared toward helping residents develop 

the skills they need to achieve their 
God-given potential. 

“During the first part of the day at BVT, we work 
with the residents on individual goals, community 
service and integration, life skills, and prevocational 
skills,” says Campbell. “At 2:30 p.m. each day, they 
attend an elective course of their choosing—there 
are so many great options and they change each 
semester.”

Campbell says offering the elective courses gives 
students the freedom to pick the topic they would 
like to study. The BVT academic calendar operates 
similar to school semesters, with three semesters each 
year: January through May, June through August, and 
September through December. Electives vary across 
semesters, with certain core courses available year 
round. 

Journalism and photography classes are some of 
the most popular electives among the students. With 
final projects that include a monthly newsletter and 
a yearbook, students are eager to share their ideas, 
thoughts and photography skills in print.

 “The newsletter, the Breckenridge Beacon, is 
put out monthly by the journalism and photography 
students,” says Campbell. “They are responsible 
for taking photos, interviewing and publishing the 
newsletter from start to finish.”

“The yearbook was actually a resident’s idea,” he 
continues. “She wanted to develop a piece that would 
capture all the different activities and events that 
occur throughout the year. I presented her idea to the 
journalism teacher and she agreed the yearbook would 
be a great way to accomplish that! 

“It gives our students a sense of pride knowing 
that they can learn something new,” says Campbell. 
“It also increases their activity level. They’re able 
to get hands-on educational experience that has 
many real-life practical benefits.”

Another real-life, hands-on experience is the health 
and nutrition class where students get to visit a local 
grocery store to apply what they have learned: how 
to distinguish good produce from bad produce, and 
be able to make healthy food selections on a pre-
determined budget. 

Aromatherapy anyone? Well, there is a candle-
making class as well. As part of the class, students 

recently visited a craft store to see how the business 
handles their candle inventory, from storage, to pricing, 
to product variety. Students in the candle-making class 
take orders on the vast array of fragrant candles they 
create that includes creme brulee, bluebonnet—a Texas 
favorite—and the ever-popular cinnamon, which are 
hard to keep in stock during Christmas!  

Students in the horticulture class produce a variety 
of plants including large, beautiful ferns, firsthand 
experience at nearby nurseries where they learn how 
different plants are grown, and helpful gardening and 
cultivating techniques for the plants grown in the BVT 
greenhouse.

Ultimately, the skills acquired in BVT’s elective 
courses help students stay active and develop a sense 
of self-confidence. The course offerings align with 
BVT’s goal of continuously providing enrichment to 
a group of people that is oftentimes neglected of the 
opportunity for growth.

“We serve a population that requires 
frequent reinforcement and repetition,” 
says Campbell, “so BVT’s electives are 

an exceptional way to ensure they never 
stop learning, growing, improving and 

expanding their knowledge.” 

Visit www.BreckenridgeVillage.com for more information about 
Breckenridge Village of Tyler.
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A happy child’s world is most often guided by 
curiosity: a healthy eagerness for knowledge and 
information, exploration and discovery.  Maybe you 
recall hearing, “how does this work?” while finding 
your child deconstructing one of your favorite home 
appliances! Or the repeated, “but why?” when you 
try to explain the “don’t touch” rules at a store or 
museum. A child’s inquisitiveness helps them learn. 
But when a child is bullied, hesitance and fear enter 
their world as a bully exerts power and control. 
Bullying can topple a child’s healthy development, 
affect relationships, schoolwork, and in some cases, 
result in deep depression and illness.  

For 10 year-old Janette, a charismatic, outgoing 
young lady growing up in the small south Texas 
town of Del Rio, going to third grade became 
unbearable because of a bully. To compound matters, 
Janette felt a bit out of favor with a teacher who 
seemed to be picking on her in class. The stress 
led to psychosomatic stomach and tooth pain. The 
distressing experience is still fresh in Janette’s mind. 

“I didn’t go to school for two weeks because I was so 
upset,” Janette remembers. “My tooth started to hurt.”

Janette’s mom, Maria Guadalupe, learned of 
the situation one morning when her daughter did 
something out of the ordinary.

“She didn’t want to get up for school,” she recalls. 
“She started panicking, and she was just in her bed, 
lying down, and she started to cry. She said her 
stomach hurt, her tooth hurt. I finally asked her what 
was going on, and she told me about the teacher and 
her classmate. ”

Janette’s mom and dad went to the school to see 
how they might resolve the problem. The principal 
referred them to BCFS Health and Human Services-
Del Rio and its program, Services to At Risk Youth 
(STAR). 

STAR provides free counseling, crisis intervention, 
support groups and trainings for families. BCFS-
Del Rio operates STAR in an effort to strengthen 
families by working to reduce family conflict and stem 
delinquent behaviors like running away and truancy. 
STAR also helps youth and their families learn to 
resolve crises and develop coping and parenting skills. 
Although troubling, Janette’s issues were a perfect fit 
for the STAR program.

“When we talk to clients about anti-
bullying,” explains STAR case manager 
Sarah Moreno, “we include strategies they 
can use at home or at school.  

“Some advice I gave to Janette was to avoid the 
bullies and use the buddy system, act brave, walk 
away, ignore the bully, tell an adult, and talk about it.”

More and more often, instances of bullying are 
being reported in the news, sadly, because the targets of 
bullies have felt overwhelmed and helpless to address 
the problem in a health way. Unfortunately, some have 
been terrorized to the point of drastic retaliation in the 
forms of shootings and suicide. In school and on social 
media, bullying occurs in the forms of hurtful teasing, 
threats, malicious rumors, gossip and shaming. Janette’s 
close relationship with her parents would be integral in 
her own bully problem. Their advocacy on her behalf at 
school resulted in a referral to STAR, and after applying 
what she learned in the program, Janette solved the 
problem on her own.

“I knew that she would be able to act brave, walk 
away, and if she had to, be assertive,” says Moreno. 
“She said that it came easy to her to be brave, and 
she stuck to talking to her parents about things that 
happened at school. Her parents are proud of her for 
working through her problems.”

Janette returned to school almost immediately after 
beginning the STAR program. A couple of weeks later, 
her issues with bullying were no more, and she was 
back to her dynamic, confident self, and armed with 
the knowledge that Sarah and STAR had taught her.  

“I learned how, when people are 
mean to you, it’s something that 

happens to everyone,” says Janette. 
“Don’t let them control you, and 

don’t let them take you down with 
rude words or anything. And don’t 

let them treat you how you don’t 
want to be treated. One thing I 

really liked that Sarah told me is 
‘Be yourself and don’t let anyone 

change who you are.’”

By Leonard Favela
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BY LINDA TAYLOR & BEVERLY FLYNN

Marisol is a single mother with a one-year-old 
and three-year-old. Her youngest child was born 
premature, at 32 weeks. She was very concerned about 
his health and found herself taking both her children 
to the doctor so frequently that her doctor began to 
advise her that she did not need to come so often, and 
that many of the issues could be dealt with at home. 

While at a community health fair, Marisol stopped 
by BCFS Health and Human Services-Harlingen’s 
Project HOPES (Healthy Outcomes for Prevention and 
Early Support) table for some information. Seeking a 
bit of parental support, she completed a referral form 
and was assigned a HOPES Parent Educator, BCFS 
Health and Human Services-Harlingen’s Jessica 
Natividad. 

The goal of Project HOPES is to provide flexible, 
community-based programs that support families with 
young children 0-5 years of age to overcome any barriers 
or challenges they may be facing. Project HOPES 
services include case management, crisis intervention, 
parent support groups, counseling, transportation and 
parenting education based on the SafeCare® curriculum. 
SafeCare is an evidence-based, parent-training 
curriculum whose providers work with families in their 
homes to improve interactions between a parent and their 
child, health care skills, and home safety. SafeCare is 
typically conducted during weekly home visits that last 
around an hour*.

While working through the health care module 
of the SafeCare curriculum, Marisol learned about 
identifying when she needed to take her child to the 
doctor versus when and how she could address some 
health issues at home. The manual that accompanies 
the health care module provides detailed instructions 
for correctly taking a temperature, treating elevated 

temperatures for different ages, and learning different 
ways to find the cause of a fever. 

One night when her one-year-old was running 
a slight temperature, Marisol used the health care 
manual to help her identify that the most likely 
cause was teething. With what she learned in Project 
HOPES, she was able to address this concern on her 
own without going to the doctor, as she would have 
done in the past. 

In the home safety portion of the curriculum, Jessica 
helped Marisol identify and remove potential hazards and 
make her home safer for her children. 

“With Andrew being born at 32 weeks,” says 
Marisol, “I was always making sure he didn’t get a 
cold, or when he started walking, I would walk behind 
him all the time so he wouldn’t fall or bump his 
head. If he would get a runny nose, I would be at the 
doctor’s office for two hours just for the doctor to tell 
me he was fine. For me, everything was an emergency. 

“When Jessica first came over,” she continues, “we 
went over everything in my apartment to make it safe.  
Jessica helped make my job as a mom a little easier. 
I have learned so much, and now I feel confident 
when it comes to making a decision on whether or not 
something is an emergency.” 

Marisol completed Project HOPES’ parenting 
education and gained the knowledge and confidence to 
care for her children at home. 

Last year, 235 parents completed BCFS-
Harlingen’s Project HOPES program. 

*Georgia State University School of Public Health; Overview of 
SafeCare brochure, March, 16, 2015. 

Growing a Mother’ s Confidence 
Project HoPeS PrePareS ParentS for SucceSS

by jeff WolPerS
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On Birdie’s Wings
A LEGACY OF SERVICE

BY LEONARD FAVELA

The Reeder Family name has become synonymous with service around the world. 
Don and Birdie Reeder have devoted their lives to supporting the progress and 

improvement of children in challenging circumstances across the globe, in some of 
its most remote corners. For more than 30 years, the Reeders have lived to make the 
world more reflective of Christ’s love by lending a hand, initiating a legacy built upon 

help, hope and healing — a precious gift with an immeasurable wingspan.  

More than 20 years ago, 300 Texas Baptist Men 
(TBM) and their families convened on a flowery East 
Texas meadow to put wood, brick and mortar to the 
dream of the late Robert and Jean Breckenridge. From 
all walks of life, averaging about 70 years old, they 
came to the Piney Woods with a mission: “Building 
for the glory of God.” The result of their volunteer 
efforts became what we now know as Breckenridge 
Village of Tyler (BVT), a unique residential campus 
for adults with intellectual and developmental 
disabilities.

The dedication and grand opening of BVT’s six 
homes, a vocational building, and an administration 
building was held on April 4, 1998. It was by no 
coincidence that April 4 is also the birthday of Robert 
and Jean’s youngest son, Jimmy, who lives with Down 
Syndrome and inspired his parents’ dream to build 
BVT.

Less than two years later, the Texas Baptist Men 
Retiree Builders (TBMRB), led by Director Bill 
Pigott, returned to BVT to build the Robert M. Rogers 
Chapel with support from Rogers and his family, who 
wanted a chapel erected to honor his memory. The 
TBMRB members all share—and are motivated by— 
a deeply seated desire to serve God. 

“A lot of people think that only pastors and 
missionaries have been called to work for the Lord,” 
Bill says. “That’s not true.” 

In 2017, fresh off a personal battle with brain 
cancer and guided by his love for and commitment to 
BVT’s residents and families, Bill returned to BVT to 

spearhead its most recent expansion of three additional 
homes on campus. The expansion, which began with 
a summer 2017 groundbreaking, will allow for new 
individuals currently on a waiting list whose families 
seek the unique curriculum and experiences that BVT 
offers. 

On October 30, 2017, the sounds of hammers and 
saws signaled that work had begun in earnest.  The 
TBMRB, guided by Christ’s lessons of service to 
others, leave a legacy of selflessness and ministry in 
each cornerstone of each newly constructed residence. 

BVT salutes Bill for his faithful leadership of the 
TBM and for his genuine love for each resident at the 
Village. BVT is blessed by the deeds of the TBMRB 
volunteers, and acknowledges the critical impact their 
work has, not only on the campus, but also on the 
individuals and families who depend on BVT’s special 
brand of care. In today’s world, it is rare to find those 
who are willing to work so diligently to benefit others 
and receive no financial compensation.  They truly are 
living their motto…“Building for the glory of God.” 

Breckenridge residents and staff alike are excited 
to see the houses taking shape, knowing that new 
friends will soon arrive. With the addition of these 
three new homes, BVT grows from its original eight 
charter residents in 1998 to 58 residents and more than 
20 day-program participants in 2018. It is exciting 
to see what God has done in just twenty years. The 
dedication of the new residences coincides with BVT’s 
20th Anniversary.

Photo captions
1. Robert M. Rogers Chapel under construction
2. TBM at groundbreaking Ceremony for BVT, Summer 1997

1
2

20 21 



22 23 

Married in 1960, Don and Birdie Reeder had 
three boys: Chris, Ronald and Stephen. The Reeders 
raised their sons in Kingwood, Texas, and were active 
members of Kingwood First Baptist Church. 

For many years, Birdie directed the Mother’s Day 
Out Program at Kingwood First Baptist. Each day, she 
dedicated her time and effort to the early education 
program, implementing a curriculum that helped 
children develop a foundation for learning while 
exploring God. Birdie focused her directorship on 
serving families in her community. When the Reeders 
became involved with CERI, Birdie’s influence would 
begin to transform into legacy. 

It was 1978 when the Reeders embarked on their 
first international mission trip. Led by church pastor 
and CERI Executive Director Emeritus Dearing 
Garner, it was the beginning of a vocation that sent 
the Reeder family to some of the poorest areas of 
the world in countries like Romania, Brazil, and 
Transnistria — a small, semi-independent land in 
Moldova in Eastern Europe. There, they brought 
relief in the form of food, clothing, books, fellowship 
and—most importantly—love, Christian ideals and 
educational opportunities.

Birdie lived with cardiomyopathy for 30 years, 
a medical condition about which she told very few 
people outside of her family. One fateful day in 2007, 
she died unexpectedly from the disease that had been 
gradually weakening her heart. Birdie was 67. Her 
sudden death left her husband, three sons, and the 

entire Kingwood First Baptist Church family without 
one of its most active and beloved members, and for 
communities around the world, one of their most 
ardent and vocal children’s advocates.

“My mother had an unbelievable gift to touch and 
connect with children,” said Chris, the Reeders’ oldest 
son. “She would meet hundreds of children during 
her trips and would have something for each of them: 
shoes, hugs, love, affection, smiles.”

Service to children in need became Don and Birdie’s 
true calling after their inaugural voyage in 1978, as 
they spent much of their lives and energy preparing for 
and traveling on mission trips abroad as instruments 
of goodwill. While Don preferred a more hands-on 
role, like driving a van full of supplies, providing 
transportation for people or handing out shoes; Birdie 
provided a warm welcome upon meeting someone, 
offering encouragement and support to those who 
needed some positive reinforcement, and bringing an 
energetic, loving spirit to the mission trip team. Birdie 
also served children in institutions and children’s homes 
abroad, lifting the spirits of all those she encountered. 

According to Garner, the Reeders went on countless 
mission trips with Kingwood First Baptist Church 
and CERI, leaving an everlasting impression on the 
children, families and communities they visited. 

“Don and Birdie went to San Andres Island in the 
Western Caribbean,” he says, “to work in a Vacation 
Bible School conducted by the San Andres First 
Baptist Church. We went to Sao Paolo, Brazil, and had 

revival meetings at night and visited homes in the poor 
communities during the days. The Reeders went on 
several of these trips.”

After Birdie’s death, the grief that the family 
endured subsided to reveal the selflessness that she 
and Don had instilled in their children.

“I had never thought about starting a fund before 
she died,” says Chris Reeder, recalling those difficult 
days after his mom had passed. “I realized that the 
loss of my mother affected a lot more people than just 
myself. It affected thousands of children that she could 
have helped if she were alive. I thought we could do 
something in the spirit of her legacy, something that 
would have been done if she were here.”

In 2008, just one year after Birdie’s passing, the Don 
& Birdie Reeder Global Emergency Fund was born. 

“The Reeder Fund’s primary focus is to help 
children during the toughest times in their lives—
emergencies,” explains Chris. “These are unplanned, 
unbudgeted situations that are hard to anticipate and 
require immediate attention. 

“Emergencies leave children unserved and 
underserved. The Reeder Fund provides for medical 
expenses, temporary shelter, food, skills training 
and any expenses related to protecting children and 
keeping them safe.”

Since its inception ten years ago, the Reeder Fund 
has helped children, youth and families in crisis gain 
access to critical medical care, shelter, education, food 
and aid that would otherwise have been lacking. Since 
2009, the Reeder Fund provides sustainable gardens to 
South African female-led households affected by HIV/
AIDS struggling to feed their children. In March 2010, 
when a Moldovan foster family lost their home in a 
fire, the Reeder Fund provided for all the repairs. When 
catastrophic flooding struck Sri Lanka in 2014, leaving 
many struggling to survive in an unstable aftermath, 
the Reeder Fund provided food and temporary shelter. 
In 2015, Ruslan, a Moldovan orphan diagnosed with 
tuberculosis, received professional care and life-saving 
medicine that set him on the path to a full recovery. The 
Reeder Fund paid the school tuition for a young lady in 
Romania who was at risk of falling prey to the perils of 
human trafficking. In 2017, the Reeder Fund provided 
emergency medical care and mental health services to 
15 girls living in a short-term shelter in India.    

“Due to the Reeder Fund, we have been able to 

respond immediately and compassionately to the 
most urgent needs of the people we served,” says 
Connie Belciug, who at the time the Reeder Fund was 
created, served as CERI’s National Program Director 
in Moldova. 

Since 2008, the Reeder Fund has made a 
difference in the lives of 6,000 children and families 
in Moldova, Sri Lanka, South Africa, India, 
Romania, and Latin America.

“The Reeder Fund,” says Belciug today as CERI 
Executive Director, “advances the Reeder Family’s 
legacy of genuine love for humanity.”

With support from the Reeder family and other 
generous donors, the Reeder Fund has generated and 
spent more than $228,000 for the safety, wellbeing and 
stability of children, youth and families around the world.

 These were the critically important humanitarian 
challenges with which Birdie Reeder concerned 
herself and her family. She considered helping those 
less fortunate around the world her duty as a Christian, 
and her family shares her same sense of responsibility. 
Today, Christ’s message of service toward others 
guides the Reeder Fund into its tenth year.  

 “The Reeder Fund is operated very responsibly, 
and with love,” Chris Reeder says. “It helps children 
and adolescents grow as children of God—the best 
kind of legacy we could have for my mother.”

Birdie lifted the spirits of 
all those she encountered.
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Getting a
(Healthy Start)

In Webb County—along the U.S.-Mexico border in Texas’ Rio Grande Valley—lie some of the poorest areas 
in the country. Known as colonias (a Spanish word meaning “neighborhood” or “community”), these isolated 
areas are characterized by their ramshackle, often overcrowded structures where families make do with a lack of 
basic facilities, like plumbing and electricity. 

With access to medical care also lacking, pregnant women living in these colonias face additional challenges. 
For nearly 20 years, BCFS Health and Human Services has worked to improve the maternal and child health 
outcomes in the Webb County colonias through the Healthy Start Laredo (HSL) program. 

The following accounts from HSL staff offer a glimpse into how HSL positively affects the families who 
reside in the colonias through attentive and compassionate outreach.

HSL case managers focus on ensuring all pregnant 
mothers and those who have infants less than one year 
old learn how to create a safe sleep environment for 
their babies. During regular visits with families, HSL 
case managers assess each home to make sure that 
babies are sleeping on a firm sleep surface and parents 
are avoiding the use of pillows, blankets or crib 
bumpers for their baby. Parents are reminded to keep 
soft objects, toys and loose bedding out of the baby’s 
sleep area, to place their baby on its back for naps, and 
that baby is not sleeping in bed with anyone else. 

Parents who completed all nine sessions of 
the “Becoming a Mom” curriculum, received 

prenatal care in their first trimester, and 
attended all prenatal visits, were given a 

bassinet. In a 22-month period, HSL issued one 
hundred bassinets to families, many who live in 

the colonias.

Through a grant, HSL purchased forty-two cribs 
and mattresses for families whose newborns would 
otherwise not have adequate bedding. 

In Webb County, where the colonias are located, 
there are many families in critical need of a safe sleep 
environment for their babies. Healthy Start Laredo 
is committed to helping this vulnerable population 
become strong and self-sufficient by teaching families 
how to provide the best care for their infants one 
family at a time. 

Maria Bustos is a young mother who lives with her 
aunt in the colonia of El Cenizo. Maria received the 
first crib from HSL for her baby. She was elated to get 
the crib and mattress, saying that she would not have 
been able to afford to buy one otherwise.  

HSL provided the second crib to Maria Perez, 
who lives with her children on El Primero Ranch. 
When her baby, Gregorio, was born prematurely at 
just 29 weeks gestation, he spent his first two months 
hospitalized. Upon discharge, Maria took Gregorio 
home and he, along with his two-year-old sibling and 
his mom, began co-sleeping, putting him at risk. 

“I am thankful for all the help from the Healthy 
Start program,” Maria says. “I was very worried about 
the safety of my baby since we all slept in the same 
bed. I was really not expecting that I was going to 
receive a crib but now I can rest assured that my baby 
is safe.” 

By Araceli M. Flores RN, BSN

To Sleep Soundly
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Laura Aguilar is a single mother who, despite life’s 
challenges, has guided her family in the right direction.  

Laura has four children ranging in age from 22 
years to six months old. Laura and her oldest daughter 
migrated to United States in search of what she calls el 
sueño Americano (The American Dream). 

Laura left her hometown in San Luis Potosi, 
Mexico, due to poverty, lack of jobs, and gender 
inequality. It was not easy to cross the border with 
a child and no money. As Laura began working 
in the kitchen at a local Laredo, Texas, restaurant, 
her daughter attended school, where she learned a 
new language and culture. Laura married, had three 
children and continued working, dedicating her life 

to her family. When 
she was pregnant with 
her youngest child, 
Laura’s husband passed 
away, leaving Laura 
as the family’s sole 
breadwinner. 

As Laura struggled 
in the aftermath of her 
husband’s untimely 
passing, an outreach 
worker knocked on her 
door and connected her 
and her family with 
BCFS Health and Human 
Services. 

Through BCFS Health and Human Services’ 
Healthy Start program, Laura has regained a measure 
of stability for her family, mustering some hope 
toward a better life. Through HSL, Laura has access 
to health care, benefits for which she and her family 
qualify, and other need-based services and resources. 

The pursuit of el sueño Americano is a family 
affair, as Laura’s oldest daughter works at a local bank 
and studies at Texas A&M International University. 
Another of Laura’s daughters attends an early college-
preparation program, another is in middle school, and 
Laura’s baby remains at home with her. 

While she admits that it has been hard to follow her 
dreams of a better life, Laura has always leaned on her 
faith. Her consistently positive attitude encourages me 
as her case manager to continue helping her achieve 
her goals. I am inspired by her positivity and genuine 
gratitude. 

By Maria Del Carmen Villarreal

Like Mother, Like Daughter
BCFS Health and Human Services’ Healthy Start 

Laredo (HSL) is now providing services to a second 
generation of families who live in the Webb County 
colonias. Women who were clients when they first 
became mothers are now referring their daughters for 
HSL’s prenatal care services.

 Jazmin Sanchez’s mother, Elvia, participated 
in HSL with her two youngest children. Elvia was 
grateful for the services and guidance she and her 
children received, and when she learned that Jazmin, 
her eldest daughter, was expecting, she referred her to 
the same HSL program.

  Since learning that she is going to be a grandma, 
Elvia has been passing the knowledge that she 
acquired from HSL to her daughter, like the benefits of 
taking a folic acid supplement before getting pregnant, 
early prenatal care, the importance of breastfeeding, 
and safe sleep habits for babies. When Elvia was in 
HSL, she received referrals to several community 
events and resources. To this day, she is registered at a 
community clinic in order to get her yearly preventive 

exams done in a 
timely manner.  

Jazmin married 
the love of her 
life, Agustin, 
when she was 
very young and 
still in high 
school. Agustin 
was a little older 
and pursuing his 
college education. 
Shortly after 
they married, she 
earned her high 
school diploma 
and he his 
bachelor’s degree. 
Jazmin recalls the 
sacrifice she and 
Agustin made to 
graduate; leaving 

the house early in the morning to be dropped off at 
school while Agustin worked the day shift and went 
to his college classes at night. After graduating high 
school, Jasmin earned her cosmetology license and 
began contributing to the household income.

Jazmin enrolled in HSL very early in her pregnancy 
and immediately started getting prenatal care at BCFS 
Health and Human Services’ Mobile Medical Unit, 
which brings medical care to women and children in 
the colonia communities. HSL helped Jazmin obtain 
perinatal insurance, referred her to the WIC clinic for 
benefits, and imparted valuable parenting information 
and tips. She participated in HSL’s “Becoming a 
Mom” classes and received a bassinet for her newborn 
baby.  

Jazmin gave birth to a full-term, healthy baby boy. 
As parents, Jazmin and Agustin feel a sense of urgency 
to set and achieve more goals and become role models 
to their little one. They recently became first-time 
homeowners, which gave them a sense of security and 
stability for their new, growing family.  

Shortly after his son was born, Agustin began 
the process to fulfill a career goal to serve as a law 
enforcement agent. With Jazmin’s support, Agustin 
attended and graduated State Trooper Academy in 
Austin, Texas, and today is a Texas State Trooper. 

While Jazmin admits that it was not easy for their 
family to be apart during Agustin’s training, “at 
the end of the day,” she says, “all hard work has its 
rewards and dreams do come true.” 

By Cynthia Guantos

Chasing El Sueño Americano

(Healthy Start)
Healthy Start Laredo is a nationally recognized program of BCFS Health and Human Services that 
provides medical care and case management for women who are pregnant or raising a child under 
the age of two for the purpose of reducing infant mortality, preventing child abuse, and assisting 

families in meeting basic health needs (nutrition, housing, and psychological support).

Photo captions
1. Tanya Little/Shutterstock.com
2. Maria Bustos with Healthy Start Laredo’s Araceli M. Flores
3. Maria Perez and her children
4. Jazmin and her new son with her mom, Elvia 

5. The Sanchez family celebrates Augustin’s Texas State 
Trooper Academy graduation

6. Laura Aguilar and her four children
7. Healthy Start Laredo’s Dean Solis lends a hand
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Isabel and BCFS Health
and Human Services PAL
Director Deyanira Garcia

Important Message
Crafting an

How a Young Woman from Foster Care
Shares Her Message of Solidarity with Youth

By Deyanira Garcia; Speech by Isabel Jimenez 

Isabel Jimenez is a 20-year-old from Edinburg, Texas. She 
enrolled in BCFS Health and Human Services’ Preparation for Adult 
Living (PAL) After Care Case Management program for youth 
from the foster care system. While in PAL, Isabel graduated high 
school, enrolled in college, and maintained gainful employment. 
More importantly, her experiences have led her to craft a message of 
advocacy for youth. 

At the Court Appointed Special Advocates (CASA) of Hidalgo’s 
2017 Child Abuse Prevention Candlelight Vigil, Isabel delivered a 
moving keynote address, sharing her experience with child abuse 
that resulted in her placement in the foster care system, and the 
support she received along the way. 

Isabel is currently a senior at University of Texas Rio Grande 
Valley, working as a cashier at a local restaurant and as a math tutor 
in the university’s Learning Center. 

Isabel continues to grow into a successful, independent and well-
rounded adult. At BCFS Health and Human Services, seeing her 
succeed inspires us to carry out and innovate our work with youth in 
foster care. 

An excerpt of her address at CASA-Hidalgo’s Candlelight 
Vigil on the following page.

My name is Isabel Jimenez and I’m a senior 
math major at the University of Texas-Rio 
Grande Valley. 

I spent nearly three years in foster care. The 
average amount of time a child spends in foster 
care is 20 months. My youngest brother is on his 
sixth year and I still have brothers in foster care. 

In most cases, like ours, the goal is 
reunification with the child’s family. Emphasis 
is placed on making the child’s home safer, safe 
enough to go back home, although, that goal is 
not always reached.

In the time I spent in foster care, one of the 
best pieces of advice I received that I now share 
with current foster kids—including my siblings—
is to remember that this is all temporary. The 
fact that you are in foster care right now is proof 
of that. 

I held on to that piece of advice until the day 
I left foster care, exactly one month before my 
18th birthday. For me, the promise of temporary 
was a promise of autonomy, freedom to make 
choices in my own life; and a life better than 
the one I had before and during foster care. 
For some, it’s the [promise of] living with their 
family again. 

Sad isn’t it? That the only thing I could cling 
to was the temporary-ness of it. I won’t ever want 
to wish that upon anybody. I won’t go into much 
detail about my time in foster care, but I will say 
that I was always grateful for BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ PAL program. From my first 
caseworker, Sofia, who I still consider to be one 
of my biggest influencers today, to DeeDee, my 
aftercare case manager, who I can now talk to 
like a friend with some REALLY good advice. 
Without them, I don’t think I’d be where I am now. 

April is Child Abuse Awareness Month. It’s 
funny that I had never known that until just a 
few years ago, until I was out of foster care. And 
the years before the circumstances leading up 
to my stay in foster care, I had never considered 
that there exists any type of child abuse or 
neglect, for that matter. I hate to use clichés, 
but ignorance was bliss. Then, I didn’t need the 
promise of temporary.

 For us that are and 
have been in foster 
care, those that work 
with us, caseworkers, 
teachers, advocates, 
etc., we are all too 
familiar with the 
existence of child 
abuse. As a teacher in 
training, I know that 
teachers—and most 
professionals who 
work with children on a regular 
basis—are trained to spot child 
abuse. We are taught to look for 
a drop in grades, withdrawal, acting out, odd 
behaviors around parents, injuries with unlikely 
explanations, and other subtle cues. In short, 
reporting abuse is a part of our job description. 

For those that do not work with children, 
I have found that reporting abuse is taboo. 
As a child, I heard things such as, “no quiero 
ser chismosa,” (“I don’t want to be nosey.”) 
The mentality—at least of those I have 
encountered—was “mind your own business.”

Many fear consequences or retaliation, 
especially if it’s a relative who’s the abuser. 
Or they fear that reporting will only make the 
situation worse for children. I’ve even heard 
things that place blame on the abused child; 
things like, “she shouldn’t dress like that around 
men,”, “they need to behave better,”, or “they 
should’ve told somebody.”

 Do not let your fear determine the future of 
the child down the block, or the child of your 
friend’s friend. Do not let preconceived notions 
determine their future. No abused or neglected 
child deserves what has happened to them. 

I want to emphasize today, to have that 
“uncomfortable” conversation, break the 
stigma, and pick up the phone if you suspect 
abuse. In many states, including this one, reports 
are anonymous. Don’t be afraid, be informed, 
report. You may not know it, but you could be 
saving a child’s life. 

I know, it saved mine.
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In the wake of 

DISASTER
BCFS HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES
EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT DIVISION

by Marilu Reyna 

Photo credit: iStock.com/Karl Spencer
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When a tropical storm reaches winds of more 
than seventy-four miles per hour, it earns the name 
of a hurricane. At this rate of speed, a Category 1 
storm can be the culprit of downed power lines, 
fences, and shingles flying off the roof. Any greater 
category would include major destruction, flooding 
and sometimes loss of life. The great state of Texas 
has seen its share of hurricanes. Some of us have lived 
through them. The 2017 Hurricane Season is indeed 
one for the record books. 

After Hurricane Celia’s arrival on the middle 
Texas coast in 1970, the region had not seen similar 
widespread destruction for nearly 50 years. Hurricane 
Harvey’s 2017 arrival to the area ushered in the 
unforgettable hurricane season that followed.  

Harvey rapidly evolved from a tropical depression 
to a major hurricane in fewer than 48 hours, achieving 
peak intensity as it struck San Jose Island, Texas, the 
first of three direct hits to the Gulf Coast. Harvey made 
its second landfall at Rockport, Texas, with final landfall 
occurring near Cameron, Louisiana. After devastating 
the Texas Gulf Coast, Harvey continued its northern 
path across east Texas, toward Houston, the state’s 
largest city. Over Houston, the storm stalled, dumping 
60 inches of rain in some parts, triggering flash flooding 
throughout the United States’ second-most populous 
city. Homes filled with water, roads became impassable, 
and electricity and gas were unavailable, leaving 
thousands without power for days. The rains brought 
about a cascading disaster that lasted for days, and a 
recovery effort that will endure for years.

On an early morning in late August, BCFS 
President & CEO Kevin Dinnin convenes his 
leadership team for briefings on several taskings 
and deployments of the BCFS Health and Human 
Services’ Emergency Management Division (EMD) in 
response to Harvey’s catastrophic devastation. During 
the briefing, he shares vivid, moving accounts of what 
he saw when he first arrived to assess the damage. He 
describes dire circumstances: “People desperate to 
escape; trudging through streets in knee-deep waters. 
No power, no transportation, no medicine, no shelter.” 
After a prayer, he reiterates a phrase often heard at 
BCFS, “We do it because it is the right thing to do.” 

BCFS Health and Human Services’ EMD has 
cultivated partnerships with local, state and federal 
authorities in order to provide aid to those left 
vulnerable when disaster strikes. When called to 
serve, EMD moves to the front lines to provide 
lifesaving response and services. To date, EMD has 
aided responses to deadly fires, earthquakes, tsunamis, 
tornadoes, cataclysmic hurricanes, and the flooding 
that follows.  

EMD specializes in mass shelter operations, 
medical operations, and immediate disaster case 
management services with personnel at the ready that 
include hundreds of highly skilled and trained experts 
and first responders who can be mobilized, sometimes 

“Be strong and courageous. Do 
not be frightened, and do not be 
dismayed, for the LORD your God is 
with you wherever you go.”

– Joshua 1:9

in as little as 24 hours after receiving task orders. In a matter of life 
and death when time is of the essence, EMD operates with a calm and 
measured urgency. 

To assist public health professionals and medical first responders, 
EMD established a unified command and medical shelter operations 
at Houston’s NRG Arena and stood up similar operations for evacuees 
in San Antonio and Austin. EMD also provided general population 
sheltering for residents in Rockport, Orange and Port Arthur, Texas, 
whose homes were deemed uninhabitable.   

As EMD transitioned from response to recovery efforts for Hurricane 
Harvey, Hurricane Maria struck U.S. Territory Puerto Rico. 

EMD personnel arrived in Puerto Rico following Hurricane Maria’s 
destruction to join response-and-recovery efforts. In addition to EMD’s first 
responders who helped meet the needs of survivors in the storm’s immediate 
aftermath, EMD’s disaster case managers also deployed to the island to help 
meet the longer-term needs of disaster survivors. To assist Hurricane Maria 
survivors that evacuated to Florida, Massachusetts, Connecticut and Illinois, 
EMD deployed specialized case management teams.

EMD’s response-oriented approach to recovery operations allows 
its personnel to effectively and efficiently help thousands of affected 
residents. Disaster case managers’ priority for assistance is to provide 
critical information and advocacy with multiple social service 
organizations and government partners in an effort to help disaster 
survivors return a sense of stability and normalcy to their lives and the 
lives of their families.  

Though the 2017 hurricane season is over, EMD IDCM personnel 
continue assisting in the recovery efforts in Texas, Puerto Rico, 
Florida, Massachusetts, Connecticut and Illinois and remain at the 
ready in case of emergency.

We do it because it is the right thing to do.
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When Robyn Parker walks across the stage to 
accept her college diploma, it will be a celebration of 
perseverance, overcoming obstacles, and the critical 
importance of advocacy on a long and challenging 
road that began when she was just a toddler.

 “The first [CPS] cases started when I was three,” 
Robyn explains about the first time Child Protective 
Services intervened to protect her from a tumultous 
home life. Her mom abused alcohol and drugs, and 
Robyn and her older brother were thrust into uncertain 
circumstances as extended family members or friends 
alternately took responsibility for the siblings’ care and 
wellbeing.

 “I was with my mom until I was nine or ten, and 
then she got incarcerated a couple of times,” Robyn 
said. “We were homeless, we lived in a motel... At 
one point, I didn’t live with her at all, I lived with my 
grandparents out of state.”

At 16, Robyn was placed in the foster care system. 
Despite being separated from her mother and brother, 
she kept her grades up, knowing that education could 
be a way toward realizing the stability that evaded her 
as a child. She excelled in her studies and graduated 
high school.

While in foster care, Robyn connected with BCFS 
Health and Human Services, and enrolled in its 
Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) program. This 
unique program engages youth through a variety of 
classes, discussions, support groups and mentorship, 
enabling youth aging out of the foster care system to 
become stable, independent adults. 

“PAL helped me so much,” Robyn says. “They 
helped me with researching financial aid, trying to find 
an apartment, how to budget, how to write a check. 
They even taught me how to cook a couple of things,” 
she laughs. 

“They were just there for me if I ever had any 

sometimes…the times that I couldn’t work 50 or 60 
hours a week because I was focused on school.”

While in school, Robyn completed two internships; 
one with a program that works to stem teen 
pregnancy, and another with a project that offers 
guidance, mentorship and support to youth from the 
foster care system. In college during the summer, 
she worked at a retail store and as a summer camp 
facilitator for children from difficult backgrounds 
and circumstances. She revisits BCFS Health and 
Human Services’ PAL training occasionally to talk to 
youth in foster care about empowerment and her own 
experiences in the foster care system.

“I share what my background is, how I got into 
it (foster care), what some of the resources are that 
are out there to help us succeed, and what I did to 
succeed.” 

“To me, it’s a mindset,” she continues. “I got rid of 
the mindset that the world owes me, and even though 
I’d been wronged in certain areas, I was in charge of 
how I reacted to situations, and I was in charge of my 
own success. It’s important for us to understand that 
its up to us to make our own success happen.” 

In her free time, Robyn enjoys reading and hopes to 
explore photography. She dreams of using her college 
degree to serve youth from troubled backgrounds, like 
herself. Her goal is to work in hospital administration, 
or become a case manager to advocate for teens who 
have experienced abuse or neglect. 

“I had friends who were abused, and I was hurt 
a couple of times,” Robyn says, reflecting on her 
chosen career path... “I want to be the ‘me’ that I 

Excellence Through
Empowerment and Education

E T V  S P O T L I G H T E T V  S P O T L I G H T

questions. I never felt alone.”
According to Foster Care to Success, America’s 

College Fund for Foster Youth, less than ten percent 
of youth in the foster care system graduate from 
college. When Robyn entered the foster care system, 
she became eligible for the Education and Training 
Voucher (ETV) program – a state-funded program 
in Texas that helps youth from foster care enroll in 
college or vocational training programs, and helps 
pay for related expenses. BCFS Health and Human 
Services-San Antonio helped Robyn apply for and 
receive ETV benefits.

With the help of ETV, Robyn registered at the 
University of Texas at San Antonio, steadfast in 
her commitment to her own education and her life. 
Defying the odds, yet again, about education among 
youth in foster care, she graduated with a bachelor’s 
degree in health in December 2017. 

“It has been a God send,” Robyn says of ETV. “I 
don’t think I would have gone to college if I hadn’t 

had any help, to be honest.”

“Coming from where I had no support, I had to 
move into an apartment when I graduated from high 
school. ETV helped me with my deposit for my 
apartment, and it has also helped with monthly rent 

How a youth from foster care is sharing her knowledge with others

By Leonard Favela

Photos by Robyn Parker

needed back then.”
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Kristina is a bright, 19-year-old college student 
from the Ukraine. At three years old, she was placed 
in an orphanage as her biological parents battled 
substance abuse. At age six, Kristina was adopted 
and brought to the United States. Sadly, Kristina 
experienced physical and emotional abuse at the hands 
of her adoptive mother. When she was 12, Kristina 
was removed from her adoptive home and placed into 
the foster care system, where she spent the next six 
years. 

During her junior year of high school, Kristina 
met yet another challenge: her foster family decided 
to move out of state. Moving with them just before 
graduation would mean Kristina would be leaving 
behind her friends and the place she had called home 
for the last few years. Distraught at the idea of having 
to leave, Kristina’s concerns were alleviated when 
her best friend, Arianna, invited her to move in with 
her family. Their generosity and hospitality allowed 
Kristina to finish the school year and celebrate 
the milestone of graduation with her friends and 
classmates. Kristina was now 18, aged out of foster 
care and excited about her future.

Kristina says she always planned to go to college 
after high school, but she knew how expensive it 
would be. Not only did she have to consider how 
to pay for tuition and textbooks, but also rent and 
other living expenses. The costs of living on her own 
would quickly add up. But with dreams of becoming 
a children’s advocate attorney or working for the FBI, 
she knew earning a college degree was a must.

With the help of the Texas Education and Training 
Voucher (ETV) program, which provides financial 
assistance to youth from foster care entering college, 
Kristina received funding to cover some of the cost of 
her first year as an undergraduate. 

College Student from Foster
Care Gets Help Paying for School

E T V  S P O T L I G H T

The ETV program is administered to every youth 
in foster care in Texas by BCFS Health and 

Human Services.

Working and going to school would be tough, so 
Kristina was overjoyed to learn about the benefits of 
ETV. “Being in foster care, your college is paid for, 
and I wanted to make sure I took full advantage of this 
opportunity,” says Kristina. “[ETV] helped me a lot 
through my first semester of college because I didn’t 
have to worry about the high cost of books or anything 
like that… It helped a lot with making sure I had 
enough money for the bills, and I didn’t stress as much 
while going to school and working.”

With ETV’s help, Kristina’s focus on her studies has 
paid off, as she recently completed her first semester 
with “all As and Bs,” she says proudly. She lists 
science, math-based subjects and history as her favorite 
areas of study. Today, the childhood best friends are 
college roommates, as Kristina and Arianna share an 
apartment. A self-professed “outdoorsy” type, when 
she’s not studying or working, Kristina enjoys reading, 
taking her puppies to the park, or trips to the beach. 

Kristina is on course to graduate in 2020 with a 
degree in political science.

Story contributors: Daisy Guevara and Christopher Lopez

A brave girl’s journey from the Ukraine, to foster care to a Texas college campus

By Leonard Favela

Service

Full-Circle

Vol·un·teer·ism (välənˈtirizəm) | noun: the use or involvement of 
volunteer labor, especially in community services. 

BVT’s Volunteerism Enriches an Entire Community
By Leonard Favela and Marilu Reyna
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Closet (a clothing ministry for individuals who are 
homeless), and Green Acres Baptist Church, where 
the BVT community worships.

“Many of our relationships with the organizations 
with which we volunteer happen through word of 
mouth,” explains Taylor. “Someone will hear about an 
agency looking for volunteers, and we will organize 
a first phase of BVT volunteers. If it’s a good fit, then 
we know that the relationship will work for everyone 
involved.” 

“It’s not uncommon for members of the 
BVT community to help out their church,” says 
Campbell. “Green Acres is a big supporter of BVT, 
so it’s natural to partner up and help them with 
volunteering.”

For Meals on Wheels, whose mission describes 
a ministry that “delivers nutritious meals, safety 
checks, and other services that enable seniors and 
disabled citizens to remain in their own homes,” the 
BVT volunteer corps helps serve meals to around 
3,000 homebound senior citizens each weekday in 
the Tyler area. Along with meal delivery comes a 
mutually beneficial opportunity for fellowship and 
interaction among community members. 

“We had a resident get back to BVT after 
delivering meals,” recalls Campbell, “and she 
remarked that if it weren’t for her help, the people 
she helped get a meal that day wouldn’t have had 
anything for lunch. Everyone involved in that circle 
of service is very aware of the difference being 
made.” 

 At the Jesus Closet clothing ministry, volunteers 
from BVT sort mountains of donated garments by 
size, type, and season so that the recipients, 
mostly individuals facing homelessness, get the most 
useful clothing. 

BVT volunteers also serve Mercy Ships—a unique 
organization that operates state-of-the art sailing 
hospitals to provide medical care directly to people 
around the world who lack access—by packing 
medical and personal hygiene supplies that are then 
taken on Mercy Ships’ voyages.

 While volunteers from BVT are active in widely 
varying ways in their community, Campbell and BVT 
staff constantly examine the needs in the community 
to find areas where help is needed.

“THERE’S ALWAYS A NEED OUT THERE,” 
HE SAYS, “AND HOWEVER WE CAN SERVE 
THAT NEED WOULD GIVE THE RESIDENTS 
FULFILLMENT THROUGH THEIR SERVICE.”

“For people who have been served for most of 
their lives due to their mild or moderate disabilities,” 
adds Taylor, “they understand and appreciate being 
able to reach someone who may need help, too.”

The volunteer program at BVT confirms the 
idea that the richness of a community hinges on the 
decision of each community member to become an 
active participant in making their environment one 
of which they can be proud. BVT volunteers have 
wholeheartedly accepted that responsibility and are 
helping to make the Tyler community a welcoming 
place for all.

“The neat thing about the volunteer program at 
BVT is that all of the participants and residents at 
BVT require the assistance of others to be cared 
for each day,” Campbell says. “In turn, through 
volunteering, they provide a service to other people in 
the community who also cannot care for themselves. 
It’s inspiring to watch that cycle at work.”

 Nearly every day at Breckenridge 
Village of Tyler (BVT), an energetic, eager, 
and focused crew of volunteers sets out 
into the community to make a difference. 
In partnership with a variety of nonprofit 
organizations in the region, members of the 
BVT community are taking responsibility for 
making a positive impact on the lives of Tyler 
residents in need.

 LEAP (Learning, Experiencing, Achieving 
and Providing) is the daily curriculum on the 
BVT campus. Both full-time residents and 
day-program participants are immersed in 
learning environments that pursue individual 
goals and life skills. 

“We try to help our residents become as 
self-sufficient as possible, and live well-
rounded and productive lives,” says BVT 
Executive Director Steven Campbell. 

Those life skills are then applied to regularly 
occurring volunteer endeavors throughout Tyler 
and the surrounding area. It’s all in an effort to 
continue the community’s life cycle of service.

 “The ‘Providing’ piece of our LEAP 
acronym captures the volunteer component,” 
explains Campbell. “Everyone at BVT 
participates and has their own job to complete 
within each service project.”

Volunteerism has been an integral part 
of BVT for fifteen years, since, in 2003, 
according to BVT Associate Executive 
Director of Advancement Linda Taylor, a BVT 
employee mentioned that Meals on Wheels 
was looking for some community volunteers. 
BVT leadership pursued the lead then, and 
today, volunteering has become an integral part 
of the BVT way.

AS BVT SERVES NEARLY 60 PEOPLE, 
A LOT CAN BE DONE WHEN A 

GROUP THAT SIZE IS ENLISTED TO 
HELP THE COMMUNITY.

Volunteer efforts by BVT residents and day-
program participants have advanced the causes 
of agencies such as Meals on Wheels, Jesus 
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A FAMILY
MOVING FORWARD

Together
BY: LEONARD FAVELA

The home of Mr. and Mrs. Pedro and Monica 
Resendez is bustling with after-dinner activity. Four 
of the five children, ranging in age from seven to 17, 
clear the table in an energetic frenzy, while Arianna, 
11, slowly makes her way to the sofa and collapses on 
an oversized pillow.

“She hasn’t been feeling well today,” explains Mrs. 
Resendez. “Put some soup on for her,” she asks her 
oldest son, Eduardo. Mom and dad settle in for a brief 
Q&A on the origins of their seven-member clan. 

For the Resendezes, more children were always in 
the plan, but the road to a family is sometimes marked 
with its own trials and adversity. 

“I got pregnant and I lost the baby,” Mrs. Resendez 
recalls. “It was very hard.” The Resendezes stayed 
busy with their careers and raising Eduardo, but their 
vision for a larger family sustained. 

Like many couples who struggle with the 
complications and challenges of pregnancy, the 
Resendezes considered adoption but did not move 
forward or set any plans in motion. In their Houston, 
Texas, community, they began meeting people with 
experience in foster care and adoption—“out of the 
blue” as Mrs. Resendez puts it—and they saw it as 
a sign. They soon began the process of becoming a 
vetted foster family, but when Mrs. Resendez earned 
an opportunity to move to San Antonio with her job, 
the process stalled. 

When Mr. Resendez found a job in San Antonio 
and rejoined his wife, they resumed the process for 
becoming a licensed foster family through BCFS 
Health and Human Services in San Antonio. They 
completed the process in six months and a month 
later met a sibling group of four who had been in the 
foster care system for three years. 

“We were just going to babysit,” remembers 
Mrs. Resendez about the first time she, her husband 
and their oldest son met the quartet in 2014. The 
children’s foster family was traveling out of the 
country and could not take the kids, per state 
regulations. After taking care of the siblings a few 
more times, the Resendezes were still unsure about 
fostering and adopting a group of four.

“Originally, we wanted to adopt one, a daughter,” 
says Mrs. Resendez. “We prayed about it, talked 
about it, and the one who motivated us was Junior,” 
referring to Eduardo.“He said that it ‘just felt right’ 
having the kids here.”

The Resendezes officially became the siblings’ 
foster family on December 19, 2014, fostering 
them for six months with a goal of working toward 
adoption. The adoption of the foursome was finalized 
on October 16, 2015, and the Resendezes instantly 
grew from a family of three to a family of seven. 

“We talked to them from the beginning,” says 
Mr. Resendez, “saying that it’s a big adjustment for 
everybody, so we all have to pitch in and help.”

Eduardo emerges from the kitchen after preparing 
soup for his sick sister. He sits next to his dad on one 
of the couches, while the three youngest siblings, Jesse 
(7), Ava (8) and Mia (10), sit attentively on the floor 
for a few more questions. They talk about school, what 
they want to be when they grow up, and what they like 
to do in their free time. It is the banter characteristic of 
a loving and close-knit family. 

“Tell him what you want to be when you grow 
up,” Mrs. Resendez tells Ava, who smiles and shyly 
replies: “A princess.” Little Jesse wants to be a police 
officer, Mia, a teacher, Arianna a border patrol agent, 
and Eduardo has set a goal to graduate high school 
and attend the University of Texas at San Antonio to 
pursue a business degree. 

Mrs. Resendez credits her military background 
for informing her both as an adult and as a parent. 
“Structure. I’m a big believer in that,” says Mrs. 
Resendez. “There’s always time for everything. You 
have to teach your kids. They’ll appreciate it when they 
get older. They’re going to look back and say, ‘man, my 
mom…she was right,’” she says with a laugh.

In addition to daily household chores and homework, 
“everything” includes kids’ sports leagues, trips to 
the beach, and movie nights, to which Mr. Resendez 
proudly chauffeurs the entire family. “He never misses 
taking the kids to their practices and games,” Mrs. 
Resendez says about her husband. “He’s a great dad!” 

While the Resendezes are aware their children 
struggled with hardships that led them to the foster 
care system, the family engages in the difficult but 
necessary conversations to ensure that their past does 
not define their individual futures.

“We are very open with their story and what 
happened,” says Mrs. Resendez. “Whatever happened in 
the past, you can’t change it, but you can move forward. 

The Resendez parents have created a nurturing, 
welcoming home and each day is an exercise in 

diligence, patience, and sacrifice for the benefit of 
their children. Mr. and Mrs. Resendez understand their 
kids have already been through a lot in their young 
lives, and while Mrs. Resendez is careful to protect her 
children’s personal stories, she understands that their 
journey may help others in similar situations. 

“This (interview) is open because it can be 
motivational to other families.“It’s good to talk about 
it and have it be acceptable. Right now, they are young 
and they say ‘no, we don’t want to know anything,’ 
they have bad memories, and that’s okay,” Mrs. 
Resendez says about her kids’ experiences. “But one 
day, maybe things change…

“...one of the most important things I tell my kids is 
they need to forgive. It will help take the heaviness out 

of you. Forgive, and let it be.”

While the Resendez kids each have their own 
career goals and aspirations for when they grow up, 
Mrs. Resendez’s outlook for them is simpler, yet 
consistent with a mother’s desire for her children.

“I always 
tell my kids 
that they are 
supposed to 
be better than 
me. They can 
do whatever 
they put 
their minds 
to; nobody 
can tell 
them any 
different.”

40 
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Many of you may not know, but CERI has been 
challenging the status quo for child protection in South 
Asia with the message that institutions should be a last 
resort for children. It is a monumental, ambitious and 
life-changing task.  

In the United States, we take for granted that 
children in foster care do not live in big orphanages, 
confined to cribs and crying, alone, waiting for a bit 
of attention. In India, though, that is a real story. Not 
all the orphanages and not all the children, but it does 
happen, and more than we would like to think.

In Sri Lanka and India, CERI is working 
hard toward social change. In both countries and 
throughout South Asia, child trafficking, abuse (both 
sexual and physical), and emotional, educational and 
psychological neglect are common.

But globally, a shift is occurring, and in India, 
governments and organizations are talking about the need 
for de-institutionalization and child care reform, calling 
for countries to change their entire child care systems to 
view institutions as a last resort instead of a first resort.

This is social change and CERI is at the forefront. 
In South Asia, this is new thinking for us and it 
requires intent, patience and confidence. Thankfully, 
the BCFS System is strong and time tested, and on this 
foundation we are building our lighthouse.

First we are working to change the conversation 
from a black-and-white “close orphanages and build 
families” to a very flexible “what can we do, at every 
moment, for the best interest of the child and family?”  

Though many people think de-institutionalization 
(De-I) is only about closing institutions, there’s 
much more at play. De-I entails a comprehensive 
transformation of child protection systems. It starts 
with reinforcing all kinds of family and parent support 
services to ensure that separation of a child from his or 
her family really is a last resort and moves down the 
continuum of family-based care, services and family-
like solutions until institutions are a last resort. The 
goal? Close down all big institutions and only have them 
provide “group” care in specialized and needed settings.

In India, the shift from “families last” to “families 
first” is happening quickly and slowly at the same 
time. Like India itself, the change is dichotomous. The 
situation in India is still overwhelmingly institutions 
(orphanages) as a first option. 

Statistics worldwide show, though, that children 
in institutions are 40 times more likely to have a 
criminal record than their peers, ten times more 
likely to be victims of sex trafficking, and 500 
times more likely to commit suicide. A difficult 
picture? Yes, but there is hope on the horizon. 

India and much of South Asia are rapidly moving 
toward de-institutionalization and child  protection 
reform. Governments and non-governmental 
organizations are working together to make institutions 
a last resort. And family a first resort. Research shows 
that children do better in families when their “best 
interest” is considered first and foremost.

But this could all go horribly wrong. CERI is 
working to mitigate the risks.

I’ll be honest, I suspect that for the next decade, 
children in India will be at greater likelihood of harm 
than safe in the foster care system. There is still 

very little cultural acceptability for taking a child of 
unknown background into one’s home. It is interesting 
though, as India’s dichotomous nature rings through 
here, as communities have functioned as joint families 
for years, absorbing problems naturally. But in our 
2018 world of joint families breaking down and 
nuclear families on the rise, stigma surrounding a 
child who is “not your own” is alive and well. Other 
interesting contrasts in India are things like kinship 
care, which is very much part of our Indian culture 
and happens informally, yet the formal system does 
not recognize it. Therefore, child protection services 
are not reaching those in these informal arrangements. 
At the same time, formal foster care is still stigmatized 
in India’s cultural norms. However, in looking at the 
future of India’s children, we must justify the risk 
for the greater good of children by allowing them the 
option of family-based care. Tough, right? We can 
only do better for children by coming together. Sounds 
unfathomable, right? Children at risk? Intentionally? 
That’s not it at all. Seriously, it’s not like we are going 
to intentionally put children in harm’s way. But by 
acknowledging these risks, we 
can, hopefully, manage them 
well when they come up.

Greetings from our CERI Offices
in New Delhi, India!

By Ian Anand Forber-Pratt, MSW

42 43 



44 45 

We must remember that social change happens over 
generations, not years; through cultures and practices, 
not orders and conferences.

Last year, the Indian government passed Model 
Foster Care Guidelines for the entire country. The 
guidelines are a wonderful foundation, and the states 
have been asked to adapt or adopt these guidelines 
into operations. They are slowly doing so and progress 
is happening. 

But here’s the risk: that 
a state will provide its 
districts with a broad 
mandate like “start foster 
care,” and, in turn, the 
states would come up 
with a somewhat arbitrary 
number like, “have 50 
vetted foster homes per 
district by the end of 2017.” 
The intention is good, 
but really, the ground 
workers do not have the 
capacity to find fit foster 
families, counsel children 

properly, support 
foster parents, 

and monitor 
and evaluate 
the foster 

homes. In this 
scenario, a child 

would be placed with 
a family without being 
properly counseled 
on the placement. 
Families, too, would be 
given a child without a 
reliable support system 

in place. Without that support system, a placement 
could break down. Ultimately, this translates into 
children at risk. 

Any shift in culture or tradition can be tough, and 
right now, this idea of de-institutionalization has no 
back-up options! At CERI, we talk often about how 
our relatively small resources can make huge impact. 
We start with constructive discussion and debate about 
the realities of shifting the system.

Here’s why children will be at risk and we should 
acknowledge, accept and work every moment to 
reduce these risks (I promise this article won’t leave 
you wanting to curl up in a ball and eat ice cream 
afterwards):
• In a system where the words “foster care” and 

“family strengthening” are brand new, children 
going into foster care will be without support and 
understanding. They will be at risk, and the families 
will be without proper vetting, training, support, 
supervision, or understanding.

• A system that has relied on only institutions for 
more than 100 years does not change overnight; 
systems forced beyond their capacities make 
compromises.

• Both government and nongovernmental 
organizations will start piloting family-based care 
options for children. While their work might be 
amazing, for large-scale social change, their work 
must include strategy and coordination. If, at the 
end of the day, these organizations move onto 
the next project or just the “next big thing;” the 
children will lose.

• The gap between policies on paper and the capacity 
on the ground is often glaring. Children are at risk 
when a policy says one thing and the ground-level 
workers understand something different.

We must also learn from others. Many 
other organizations that have children’s 

best interests in mind work toward 
deinstitutionalization, and each one provides a 
glimpse into the process toward what has gone 

right, and what has gone wrong. 

Finally, here are some of the practical things CERI is 
contemplating to mitigate the huge risks involved with 
de-institutionalization and child protection reform:  
• Create a culture of practice surrounding, 

legitimizing and systematizing family strengthening 
and gatekeeping as the number one action for every 
child. Plainly, it means that every—and I mean 
every—case manager and social worker who works 
with a child should ask themselves throughout 
the entire process, “does this child need to be 
here?” and “Is this plan or placement suitable and 
necessary for the child?” This culture of practice 
must be fundamentally built around the child. 

• Remind people not to rush. While individuals 
have little control over the way a government will 
roll out systems, everyone must be screaming “put 
on the brakes!” when social change happens. It 
often happens too quickly, in non-collaborative 
ways, and without buy-in from enough people. 

• Advocate for the allocation of resources. The 
startup of anything starts in the red and has a 
negative cost-benefit analysis for a while. This 
is okay if the risks are assumed and strategized. 
For de-institutionalization, the resources must 
exist to pilot programs and address risks.

• Encourage collaboration. Organizations big and 
small alike need to put away ego and always put 
the best interests of a child and a family first. Yes, 
organizations need to survive, and yes, they need 

projects, but too often outcomes for children are 
compromised for outcomes on a piece of paper.

• Educate the ground workers. The people who 
are tasked with doing de-institutionalization are 
the heart of this work. If they do not know what 
to do, are not committed to this work, or are not 
supported, pockets of unsustainable and sub-par 
work will create an ineffective culture of practice. 
These workers play a vital role in systems of care 
reform, and it is vitally important to educate them 
on the theory and practice of de-institutionalization, 
and about networking with police, 
hospitals, teachers, psychologists 
and community leaders. Policies 
rarely mention the workers 
that carry out the directives 
and oftentimes 
governments are 
not invested 
in building 
their 
capacity. 
Without 
them, 
however, 
the system 
is one leg 
of a stool.
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• Entice and fuel public debate. Foster parents 
cannot say “I’m ready” if they have never heard of 
foster care. A government cannot allocate money 
for family strengthening if it has not seen the 
benefits. Public debate often scares us, especially 
in a place with 1.2 billion people. But without it, 
nothing will change, and with it... everything can 
change.

• Collect data and produce evidence-based 
research that is accessible to all in local languages 
and in forms that are sharable via social media. Use 
this research to measure and evaluate progress and 
impact.

• Create, streamline and maintain information 
channels that embrace everyone working in the 
field.

• Ensure child participation every step of the way. 
All of these services must wrap around the child. 
Their absence in designing the system would be 
counterproductive.
To date we, at CERI, have:

• Developed one of the first foster care programs in 
Sri Lanka that addressed the needs of thousands 
of children left without families following the 
devastating 2004 tsunami and years of civil war.  

• Advanced the passing of child protection legislation 
in India and Sri Lanka.

• Developed the first state-level foster care and 
family-strengthening legislation in India, and built 
capacity into dozens of governmental, nonprofit, 
and faith-based entities working in child protection 
across South Asia. 

• We have made national and international 
partnerships, and are joining with government 
and nongovernmental workers to create a 

synergized movement toward keeping more than 
one-sixth of the world’s population of children 
safe.  

At the heart of our work are better outcomes 
for children. Together, this is not only possible, 
but inevitable. Is this too big a task? No way. 

Stay tuned!

Photo caption
1. Ian Anand Forber-Pratt and Bonita Nirmala Samuel talking 

to CERI youth

We’re with you,
no matter what.

Common Thread provides immediate, flexible and 
relationship-focused services 365 days a year, 24 hours a day, 
7 days a week for domestic and foreign survivors of child sex 
tra�cking under the age of 25.  

Common Thread helps survivors by o ering immediate 
in-field response when victims are identified, intensive case 
management, and long-term mentorship.

To refer someone 21 years old or younger who may have been the victim of human 
tra�cking—to include sexual exploitation, survival sex, and other forms of 
commercial sex—in the United States, call  Common Thread’s 24/7 hotline at
1 (888) 8THREAD. 

Dependability * Honesty * Respect * Advocacy

Visit CommonThread.net to learn more
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Success Stories from BCFS’ Education Services

Isaiah Finds His Voice
By Meliss Loyola

Meet the Soliz family, a pair of young parents 
raising their son, Isaiah. Mr. and Mrs. Soliz enrolled 
Isaiah in BCFS Education Services’ Early Childhood 
program when he was three years old. As one of the 
youngest students in the classroom, Isaiah was quiet 
and shy. He mumbled and spoke softly with his head 
down, making little eye contact.  

The program designed for children between 
the ages of three and four years old that promotes 
school readiness by enhancing a student’s social and 
cognitive development. It provides support services 
focused on early learning, health and family well-
being while engaging parents as active partners in 
the academic success of their child. The program 
addresses the overall wellness of the child, completing 
a comprehensive assessment to share with parents that 
details the child’s strengths and weaknesses with regard 
to preparation for kindergarten. Families can also be 
referred to additional community resources such as 
parent trainings, medical, dental and vision screenings, 
and early disability identification all in the interest of 
preparing a child to begin their formal schooling.

As Isaiah’s father expressed concern about his 
son’s reserved demeanor, BCFS Education Services 
enrolled Isaiah in weekly speech therapy services 
through a partnership with Isaiah’s public school 

district. Sharing with the Family Specialist how Isaiah 
would become agitated and frustrated at different 
times throughout the day, Isaiah’s parents and the 
specialist established a goal of encouragement for 
Isaiah, and for his parents, an approach to discipline 
that centered on positive reinforcement.
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Students All Smiles at Bike Giveaway
By Marilu Reyna

By Ann Osborn

Focused on the Future: A Community Caring for its Families

For more information about BCFS Education Services, visit DiscoverBCFS.net

BCFS Education Services checked in with the 
family regularly to monitor their progress and refer 
them to resources they could use to help them achieve 
their goals. One day, after the Christmas holiday, in 
a sign of progress, the Family Specialist was sitting 
at a table with Isaiah and a few other students when 
Isaiah looked up, confidently made eye contact and 
started describing the picture he had been working 
on. He continued engaging the Family Specialist in 
conversation, smiling and communicating that he was 
very proud of his work. 

 At the end of the school year, BCFS Education 
Services staff invites parents to discuss their child’s 
progress after a full year of work. For Isaiah, the 

conversation with his parents led to his father proudly 
declaring, “He beat me! He beat me!” referencing 
Isaiah’s development of communication skills, adding, 
“I didn’t start speaking until I was in the first grade!” 

  Mr. and Mrs. Soliz are ecstatic about the 
progress their son made during the school year 
with BCFS Education Services. With one year of 
Head Start under his belt, Isaiah internalized the 
finer points of effective communication for a child, 
addressing his target with confidence, using his words 
to not only communicate his needs but also build 
amicable relationships with his classmates and play 
cooperatively.  

Getting your first bike is as big a rite of passage 
as learning how to ride it. No matter how old you 
are, you probably remember your first bike; your 
first real means of transportation that freed you from 
the confines of your home to coast your way down 
the sidewalk to the park or a friend’s house. A bike is 
a child’s first taste of independence and freedom!

For some children and their families, owning 
a new bike might be considered too extravagant, 
or a family’s other financial obligations prohibit 
a youngster from having a bike. On the last day 
of school for BCFS Education Services-Karnes 
City, however, thanks to an anonymous and 
generous donation, Karnes City Precinct 3 Judge 
Delia Villanueva and the Karnes City Sheriff’s 
Department organized a surprise bike giveaway. On 
this day, all the children in the Karnes City program 
received a brand new bike!

The judge, sheriff and deputies all came to 
distribute the bikes to the children, teach bike 
safety, and host a bike rodeo. The children 
beamed as they prepared to take their bikes home, 
imaginations racing with the new possibilities now 
within reach on their new bikes!

Atascosa County is a community made up of small 
towns full of people with big hearts. It is common in 
this tight-knit community to see neighbors supporting 
neighbors. 

The Masingale family of Jourdanton, Texas, joined 
BCFS Education Services program when they enrolled 
their four-year-old child, Garrett. They learned 
quickly how the program engages the whole family 
beyond just schoolwork, to include support services 
that fortify a home environment and ensure a healthy 
atmosphere where a child can grow. The Masingales, 
however, had no idea how their entire community 
would come together to care for their family.  

As part of BCFS Education Services, Mr. 
Masingale worked closely with Family Specialist 
Charlotte Long. Charlotte’s job is to advocate for 
families and help contribute toward the overall 
wellness of the family. Home visits for a family 
specialist are an important part of the program’s 
unique approach to helping families because they 
provide insight into the specific needs of a family. 
Oftentimes, family specialists gain a deeper 
understanding for a family’s situation that would not 
have been evident in a classroom setting or a parent-
teacher conference. 

During a home visit with the Masingale family, 
Charlotte learned that three of the Masingale children, 
including Garrett, suffered from vision and dental 
conditions. Vision and oral healthcare are critical for 
a child’s health, and its neglect can derail a child’s 
success both in the classroom and out. For Mr. 
Masingale, however, eyeglasses and dental treatments 
for three children would be too costly to afford.  

Charlotte reached out to The Lions Club of Poteet, 
Texas, one of BCFS Education Services’ steadfast 
community partners. The Lions Club operates a sight 
program that provides assistance in obtaining eye 
care for families like the Masingales. The Lions Club 
referred the Masingales to local optometrist Dr. Ron 
Mixon who completed eye exams and promptly fitted 
each child with new glasses! Fees for examinations, 
lenses and frames were covered in full by the 
generosity of The Lions Club!

Today, Garrett’s future is in focus and he no longer 
struggles with poor vision. Garrett’s next stop is the 
dentist’s chair! BCFS Education Services is committed 
to seeing Garrett succeed while helping the Masingale 
family build a healthy home for their children.
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In 2002, Mike Leach made his first trip to 

Moldova in Eastern Europe as a member of 

a mission team from his home church, Grace 

Chapel in Lexington, Massachusetts. Dating 

back to around the time of the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, Grace Chapel shared a “sister church” 

relationship with the Isus Salvavtorul (Jesus 

the Savior) church in Chisinau, Moldova. 

While on that mission trip, Michael became 

enamored with the children and families with 

whom he interacted and shared ministry. In 

one of Eastern Europe’s poorest regions, Mike 

was surprised at how welcoming Moldovan 

families were despite their little means, and 

impressed as they reflected God’s grace 

through financial hardship and a society 

plagued by alcoholism, poverty and violence.  

As he prepared for his trip back stateside, he 

vowed to return to Moldova. While at home, he 

used his time researching ways to become more 

involved in Moldova, leaning on his experience 

in the field of child welfare to help meet the 

needs of the struggling children and families 

involved in a state-run child welfare/protection 

system that had been outgrown in nearly every 

aspect, underserving those it had been devised 

to help.
By chance, Mike and his wife Diane met 

Steve Davis, then-Executive Director of 

Children’s Emergency Relief International 

(CERI), in 2006. They learned of CERI’s 

work with the children and families in 

Moldova, especially with teens aging out of 

the foster care system. 

Most of Mike’s initial trips to Moldova 

involved working with children in summer 

camps. Not appreciating the joys of camping, 

Diane had determined that the trips to 

Moldova were something her husband had been called to do, passively supporting Mike’s interest in his overseas ministry endeavors, but decided they were not for her.  “God will have to convince me and give me something useful to do if He wants me to go,” she would say. When they learned of the work CERI was doing in Moldova with foster families, Diane connected, as she and Mike had more than 20 years’ experience as foster parents in the United States, helping raise, nurture, and love some of the most vulnerable children in their own community. Guided by their faith and Christ’s message of service, Diane and Mike began developing curriculum and trainings to take to foster parents in Moldova. In 2007, they began making regular trips to Moldova to administer training and impart knowledge and experience to foster families in Moldova who yearned for guidance as they stepped up to help youth in foster care grow into stable, well-rounded individuals. Their work with CERI 

has influenced both foster children and foster parents, and youth aging out of orphanages; and the duo held case management and family strengthening sessions that helped foster families manage the rough parts of foster care. 
Soon, systemic changes to child welfare practices in Moldova began to take shape. CERI-Moldova staff and caseworkers began pursuing higher education in the field of social work in order to better serve the youth and families in the foster care system. Inspired by the CERI staff, Mike applied and was accepted to Salem State University’s Graduate School of Social Work in Salem, Massachusetts. To complement his coursework, he sought any information that would enlighten him about the people, culture and customs of Moldova, as well as the nature and history of social work practice in the country. 
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In 2013, with CERI’s help, Mike 
conducted his graduate school summer field 
placement in Moldova, becoming the first 
student in the graduate school’s social work 
program to complete his field placement 
in a developing country. After graduation, 
his experience and education produced an 
opportunity at Boston’s Institute for Health 
and Recovery (IHR), where, today, he 
performs training, casework, and community 
outreach for youth and young adults with 
substance abuse disorders. Both CERI and 
the IHR have supported Mike’s work with 
each organization, and he and Diane still 
travel to Moldova annually. 

In May 2017, Mike and Diane were 
invited to give the keynote address at 
CERI-Moldova’s Family Empowerment 

Conference. 
Participants 
included child 
protection officers 
and caseworkers 
from four regions 
in Moldova and three different 
nonprofit organizations. The keynote address 
discussed the effects of alcohol consumption 
on early fetal brain development and 
children’s behavior, as well as trauma-
informed parenting techniques for foster 
families. 

“Diane and I are excited to be able to 
continue our involvement with the CERI 
staff and children, whom we love dearly, and 
continue to be blessed by being of service to 
such a great organization.”

In addition to their own foster care endeavors stateside, Diane and Mike became CERI sponsors in 2008 when they began sponsoring a young Roma girl named Rosalina, who, at 15 years old, had been discharged from a Moldovan orphanage. 
Three children in foster care and nine years later, Mike and Diane are still guided by Christ’s example of serving others. They remain devoted CERI sponsors, friends and technical partners/consultants, and contribute their work and their ministry for the wellbeing, safety and happiness of the children CERI-Moldova serves. 

Traversing the

Fulfilling Destiny
By Leonard Favela
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When Abdul Razak Amadu was 13, he lived 
with his uncle on the other side of the world in 
Accra, the capital and most populous city of Ghana 
in West Africa. His story is atypical from most 
American teenagers. It is however, a powerful one 
filled with hardship, determination, triumph, and 
one that would bring him to cross paths with BCFS 
Health and Human Services.   

Abdul’s world changed when his father passed 
away when Abdul was eight years old.  By the 
cultural rules of Fombisi, his mother’s village, a 
boy his age was not allowed to live alone with 
his mother. When his widowed mother decided to 
return to her village, Abdul was sent to live with his 
uncle in Accra. As his uncle did his best to provide 
for his own family, Abdul was told he was at the 
end of the pecking order and would need to work 
for anything he wanted. When Abdul was 17, he 
and his uncle hatched a plan that could potentially 
help everyone involved. 

“It was actually my uncle’s idea,” Abdul says 
about the decision that led to a harrowing six-
month journey to the United States. Today, from 
the dining room table at his foster family’s home in 
south Texas with his foster parents, Rosie and Mark 
Jaramillo, by his side, Abdul recalls his perilous trip  
completely alone, more than 6,000 miles across the 
Atlantic ocean and through Latin America to arrive 

in Chicago, and finally, into the nurturing home of 
the Jaramillo household. 

From Africa with Love
Abdul arrived in Ecuador, alone and on his own, 

after boarding a flight in Ghana that his uncle had 
arranged through an acquaintance. That was the 
beginning of a half-year’s trek through the shadows, 
jungles, and underbelly of Latin America.

“It’s almost like a movie to hear him talk 
about it,” says BCFS Health and Human Services 
Clinician George Cabrera, who served as Abdul’s 
caseworker when he arrived in the United States as 
an unaccompanied immigrant minor. 

In Ecuador, Abdul stood out, not only for his 
physical attributes (Abdul is more than six feet tall, 
with an athlete’s build and cocoa skin), but because 
he spoke only English with a British accent. 

“I was on the street, and I don’t speak Spanish,” 
Abdul says. “I was just making gestures with my 
hands, begging for money to buy food. 

“I met three people from Ecuador and one of 
them spoke English, and they asked me why I 
spoke English; it was rare for someone who speaks 
English to be in the area that we were in. I told 
them how I’d gotten there and they decided to take 
me along, because they were coming to the United 
States.”

From Ecuador, Abdul and his three companions 
boarded a bus to Colombia. Abdul tells of several 
stops by soldiers. At times, they would ask for 
documents; other times Abdul would be hauled into 
custody with his new travel mates who, thankfully, 
thought enough of Abdul to pay the authorities to let 
Abdul go. There were even times when Abdul was 
hidden in a trunk or bus bathroom to avoid being 
discovered. 

“We got to a village in Colombia, and we had to 
split up,” Abdul says. “They had someone who they 
paid and who they were always communicating 
with, who they left me with. I stayed with that guy 

in the slums for two or three 
weeks.”

A group of people from 
Bangladesh who were also 
trying to get to the United States 
contracted the same person with 
whom Abdul found himself. At 
one point, like a dark, disturbing 
movie plot, they all found 
themselves hiding in a boat that 
took on water for three days and 
nights in Colombia until “we got to 
the jungle,” Abdul says.

After three days 
hiking in the jungle, 
Abdul and his group 
arrived at a village in 
Panama where they 
encountered U.N. 
soldiers who took 
Abdul’s group in, 
gave them a place 
to sleep, food and a 
trip to Panama City. 
There, the travelers 
received a document 
permitting them to 
leave the country. 

“Those people from Bangladesh were old 
people,” Abdul remembers. “Some of them were 
very old, some of them would fall when we were in 
the jungle; they couldn’t walk. I would carry their 
bags, so they liked me.

“They didn’t want to leave me in Panama City. 
I told them I didn’t have anyone, I didn’t know 
anyone. So they called back home for someone to 
send them money, and that’s how they helped me 
all the way through Nicaragua, Guatemala, Mexico, 
all the countries we traveled through, like seven or 
eight countries.”

At the border between Guatemala and Mexico, 
Mexican soldiers took Abdul to jail, separating him 

from his Bangladeshi 
companions. Abdul 
surmises he was there 
between three and four 
weeks before he was 
furnished with a document 
allowing him to leave 
the country. In deep 
appreciation for his help, 

his newfound friends from Bangladesh had given 
Abdul a little money. And Abdul was able to pay for 
a trip to Tijuana, where the very next day he would 
walk to the U.S.-Mexico border.

On his travels, Abdul had heard horrific stories 
of kidnappers and coyotes, human traffickers who 
take advantage of immigrants, offering to help them 
only to rob them and leave them for dead. 

“People told me that even if I got through 
immigration, either they will deport me back home 
or they will help me.” 

The long journey was taking its toll, and 
Abdul remembers being physically and mentally 
exhausted.  
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“I was tired and I didn’t care. If they deport 
me, I don’t care. I was just fed up.”

Without being provided much explanation by 
authorities, Abdul soon found himself on a plane 
to Chicago. He was placed in a shelter where he 
stayed for three months.  

“From that shelter,” Abdul says as he gazes 
around the cozy home, “they brought me to this 
house.”

The Jaramillo Family
When Abdul arrived in the United States as 

an unaccompanied immigrant minor, the BCFS 
Health and Human Services was engaged to help 
place him with a foster family. 

“As soon as they enter the BCFS System, 
we work to help place youth in foster care with 
a foster family,” says Cabrera, who served as 
Abdul’s case manager. “The Jaramillos have been 
a BCFS foster family for about four years, with 
an excellent reputation for providing a caring and 
loving atmosphere for their children.”

Rosie and Mark Jaramillo discovered the 
spiritually rewarding roles as foster parents through 
one of Mrs. Jaramillo’s coworkers at the University 
of Texas Health Science Center in San Antonio. 

“He was fostering a little boy who had two older 
brothers, and he adopted them,” says Mrs. Jaramillo 
of her coworker. “One day he mentioned how he 
felt that I had a gift, ‘a way with kids,’ he said.”

After the requisite and understandable 
trepidation that comes before any life-changing 
decision, the Jaramillos joined the ranks of 
exceptional and hard-to-come-by foster families 
with whom BCFS Health and Human Services has 
the privilege to work, influencing the lives of youth 
through mentorship, love, guidance, education and 
family.

The Jaramillos have been a foster home for 
several youth since they began fostering in 2013. 

“I tell all my boys, ‘If you graduate, we will 
go!’ We have two coming up this year,” Mrs. 
Jaramillo says proudly, excited about the upcoming 
graduation ceremonies on the family schedule. “I 
tell them that there’s nothing you can’t do. You can 
graduate. 

“When Abdul came to our house, he didn’t like 
the idea of school,” remembers Mrs. Jaramillo. “He 
wanted to work.” 

But Abdul soon welcomed the shift in emphasis 
from work to education, devouring four years’ 
worth of high school curriculum in two years 
through night classes, online courses and tireless 
diligence. Twenty-four months after moving in 
with the Jaramillos, he donned a cap and gown 
and crossed the stage to receive his high school 
diploma. 

Abdul immersed himself in the high school 

experience, joining the soccer team, the Jr. Army 
ROTC program and the yearbook staff. His skills 
as a defender helped move the soccer squad into 
the playoffs, a milestone they had not achieved 
in several years. His work on the yearbook staff 
afforded him an opportunity to hone his love of 
the pen. 

When Abdul leaves the table to retrieve 
the yearbook to show his work, Mr. Jaramillo 

mentions 
appreciatively 
that Abdul had 
“Jaramillo” 
embroidered 
on his soccer 
letterman’s 
jacket. “Abdul 
Jaramillo,” 
Mr. Jaramillo 
proclaims. 

“He’s an 
amazing writer,” 
beams Mrs. 
Jaramillo as 
Abdul returns 
with the 

yearbook. Abdul spreads the covers to where an 
image of him in his ROTC uniform is watermarked 
behind a paragraph with reflections of his high 
school experience. He encourages younger students 
to take some time to enjoy high school. 

“Junior year may seem as far as the moon; 
however, it is as close as the very skin of your 
palms,” he writes. 

Abdul has filled notebooks with journal entries, 
short stories and poetry. He is a swift consumer of 
literature too, developing a reading habit with the 
help of an English teacher who gave him books. At 
the time of this interview, Abdul named Ayn Rand’s 
The Fountainhead his favorite. 

“A Home to Come to”
Today, as a 19-year-old adult, Abdul has legally 

aged out of the foster care system, but he continues 
to be at home in the Jaramillo house. 

“He’s our son, and he’s always going to be 
part of us, no matter what,” says Mrs. Jaramillo. 
“If he goes away to medical school, or wherever 
he goes, he will always have a home to come 
to.” Conversely, Abdul hopes to one day guide 
his Jaramillo family to meet his Amadu family in 
Ghana. 

Considering Abdul’s journey, the sacrifice and 
suffering he experienced, being alone and scared 
having been sent halfway across the globe, it is a 
story that could have ended sadly at any of several 
different points. Mrs. Jaramillo, however, sees 
purpose.  

“There’s a reason for everything,” 
something Mrs. Jaramillo says she reminds 
Abdul of constantly. “God knows what He’s 

doing; He has a plan for you, and for us, 
and He knew what He was doing as soon 

as you walked in the door.”

With the ever-present gift of family and their 
love and dedication, Abdul plans to continue his 
education, shifting his focus to gaining acceptance 
to the University of Texas at Austin’s Dell Medical 
School where he will learn cardiology. 

“I just want to help,” he says as the reason for his 
chosen career path. 

“He’s not the same person now that he was 
when he got here,” Mrs. Jaramillo adds, “he’s more 
Mexican-American,” laughing gratefully at how 
faith and love can crisscross the globe from Africa 
to South Texas, commingling cultures, family 
histories, and fulfilling destiny.  
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