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An Anniversary Worth Celebrating 
Guided by the Breckenridges’ vision for their son’s 
future, BVT celebrates 20 years of caring for adults 
with disabilities in a loving environment. 

A Lesson in Perseverance  
An EMD case manager offers a first-person account of 
her interaction with a Texas family working to regain 
stability in the aftermath of Hurricane Harvey.

All in This Together
A young man shares his thoughts on how the 
generosity and selflessness of CERI sponsors changes 
lives of youth around the world.   

Becoming the Cornerstone of Her Success
When Bethany’s mom passed away, her father’s coping 
mechanism left the family neglected. Yet despite a 
variety of challenges, Bethany remained focused on 
what she knew she could accomplish. 

Love, Magnetized
The Lamzas realized a 15-year dream when they 
adopted Enrique and Jalisa, helping build a future for 
a young brother and sister from the foster care system.

Securing Families in Transit
Two divisions of the BCFS System are working to 
educate and enable their communities through the 
donation of car seats to families in need.   

Learn. Teach. Repeat.
Ana’s involvement with Project HOPES helped her 
build strong and stable parenting skills – lessons 
that have allowed her and her husband to better 
communicate with their children. 

To Live a Cherished Life
The annual Spring Ladies Luncheon is a festive, 
heartwarming gathering that brings together BVT 
supporters for an afternoon that nourishes the body 
and soul. 

Hope and a Future 
Life has not always been easy for Jaime, but when 
given the opportunity for stability at Our House-
Abilene, his success began to grow.

Puerto Rico Rises
After two Category 5 hurricanes raked Puerto Rico 
within the span of two weeks, things looked bleak. An  
EMD case manager reflects on her mission.

Home Is Where the Heart Is
A commitment to serve others sparks a campus 
expansion project to offer more capacity for families in 
need of BVT’s unique care.  

PAL for Life  
Three Preparation for Adult Living alumni share their 
unique perspectives on how PAL helped bring into 
focus a stable future despite a difficult past.

Hope + Hard Work = Success  
Now a married mother of three with a college degree 
and a career, Lakita looks back on the ten-year journey 
she began as a lone girl in a windy city.  

Let’s Talk 
Testimonials from a parent and a parent educator offer 
a glimpse into the ways that a family communication 
program is positively shaping family dynamics in Texas.
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As I sit down to write this letter to you – our stakeholders 
and donors, the families we serve, and the amazing BCFS 
System family – I reflect with pride on the purposeful work, 
exceptional programming, and challenging projects that we 
have accomplished. Day after day, we strive to bring hope, 
compassion, and love for those entrusted to our care, those 
who walk through our doors, and those we reach in our ever-
expanding communities.  

This year we celebrate the BCFS System’s 75th 
anniversary of service, a momentous milestone. In 1944, 
BCFS was born when our founders provided refuge to three 
little girls of Mexican descent who were denied admission to 
an orphanage in segregation-era San Antonio, Texas. Although 
the organization has expanded and evolved in the years since, 
the BCFS System continues to confront inequality today, 
filling critical needs for the most vulnerable among us. We 
will always do the right thing, regardless of how difficult it 
may be. Our mission – the moral, ethical, and humane service 
to our brothers and sisters most in need – is in our DNA. It is 
the cornerstone on which our foundation is built. 

The BCFS System’s Emergency Management Division 
continues its deployment in various capacities around the 
United States, responding to catastrophic events, such as 
hurricanes, wildfires, and a pipeline explosion, helping 
survivors and communities rebuild and regain normalcy. 
Our team of experts have been on the front lines throughout 
the Texas Gulf Coast, the U.S. Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, 
Boston and across the nation helping survivors retrieve a 
sense of stability and security through case management, 
medical care, and resource allocation. 

Notable also in the past year was the 20th anniversary 
of our beloved Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT). During 
Jean Breckenridge’s final days in 1998, she remained hopeful 
for the creation of a place where her son, Jimmy, could live, 

grow, and be loved compassionately. Inspired by her son, 
Jean shared her vision of a home for adults living with mild 
to moderate intellectual and developmental disabilities. I 
promised Jean to honor her dream, and now we continue that 
dream by expanding the BVT campus with the construction 
of residences that will give housing to 18 new members of 
the BVT family. 

Over the years, we have been called to do what no other 
organization can or will do, providing emergency shelter 
and care for children in search of solace from dangerous 
and unstable circumstances – conditions we may never 
comprehend. With our eyes open and our hearts resolved, 
today and always, we stand at the ready to serve those in need.

The BCFS System grows ever stronger. Always striving 
to achieve what right looks like, our programs are serving 
more families, filling more gaps for critical needs, and 
continuously evolving to strengthen communities. The 
stories in this magazine are only some of the latest accounts 
in which our service to those in need reshapes lives, renews 
hope, and reimagines stable futures. 

Our organization is sustained by a corps of passionate and 
dedicated professionals who work together toward a world 
reflective of the presence of Christ. We are committed to 
providing opportunity, stability, resources, and information 
that show children and families a path toward success in 
their lives and communities. 

As the BCFS System President and CEO, I pray the Lord 
will guide me to do His work. “I sought the LORD, and He 
answered me; He delivered me from all my fears” (Psalms 
34:4, NIV). In honor of those who came before me, those who 
will come after, and for those we serve today, I shall not waiver. 
On behalf of the entire BCFS System family, thank you for 
your support and for the trust you have placed in us to do what 
is right. It is my hope that you, too, are filled with pride.

Kevin C. Dinnin
BCFS System President & CEO
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Kevin C. Dinnin
Presidente y Director Ejecutivo del sistema BCFS

Mientras me siento para escribir este mensaje a ustedes 
– nuestros accionistas y donantes, las familias que servimos, 
y nuestra maravilla familia del BCFS System – con orgullo 
reflejo en el trabajo significante, la programación excepcional 
y los proyectos trabajosos que hemos cumplido. Día tras día, 
trabajamos para brindar esperanza, compasión e amor para 
los que están encargados a nuestro cuidado, los que entran por 
nuestras puertas y los que ayudamos en nuestras comunidades 
que están siempre creciendo.

Este año celebramos el 75º aniversario de servicio del BCFS 
System, un hito transcendental. En el año 1944, BCFS nació 
cuando nuestros fundadores proveyeron refugio a tres niñas de 
descendencia mexicana quienes fueron rechazadas su admisión 
a un orfanato en la era de la segregación en San Antonio, 
Texas. Aunque la organización ha crecido e evolucionado en 
los años siguientes, el BCFS System continúa enfrentando 
hoy en día a la desigualdad, satisfaciendo necesidades críticas 
para los más vulnerables entre nosotros. Siempre haremos la 
cosa correcta, sin importar que tan difícil puede ser. Nuestra 
misión – el servicio moral, ético y humano a nuestros hermanos 
y hermanas más necesitados – está en nuestro ADN. Es el pilar 
en donde hemos construido nuestra fundación. 

El Emergency Management Division del BCFS System 
continúe su despliegue en varias capacidades por todo los 
Estados Unidos, respondiendo a eventos catastróficos como 
huracanes, fuegos incontrolados, y una explosión de oleoducto, 
ayudando a los sobrevivientes y comunidades reconstruir y 
recuperar la normalidad. Nuestro equipo de expertos ha estado 
en las líneas del frente en la costa del golfo de Texas, las Islas 
Vírgenes de los E.U., Puerto Rico, Boston, y a lo largo de la 
nación ayudando a los sobrevivientes recuperar un sentido 
de estabilidad y seguridad por el manejo de caso, el cuidado 
médico, y la asignación de recursos. 

Notable en el año pasado fue el 20º aniversario de nuestro 
querido Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT). Durante los 
últimos días de Jean Breckenridge en el año 1998, ella quedó 
optimista para la creación de un lugar donde su hijo, Jimmy, 

podía vivir, crecer, y ser amado compasivamente. Inspirada por 
su hijo, Jean compartió su visión de un hogar para los adultos 
que viven con discapacidades intelectuales y de desarrollo 
leves a moderadas. Prometí a Jean honrar a su sueño, y ahora 
continuamos ese sueño por el crecimiento del campus de BVT 
con la construcción de residencias que dará alojamiento a 18 
nuevos miembros de la familia de BVT. 

A través de los años, nos han llamado para hacer lo que 
ninguna otra organización puede o quiere hacer, proporcionar 
albergue de emergencia y cuidado para niños en busco de 
consuelo de circunstancias peligrosas e inestables – condiciones 
que quizás jamás podríamos comprender. Con nuestros ojos 
abiertos y nuestros corazones resueltos, hoy y para siempre, 
estamos listos para servir a aquellos que necesitan nuestra 
ayuda. 

El BCFS System crece con fortaleza. Siempre trabajando 
para lograr lo correcto, nuestros programas están sirviendo 
a más familias, cerrando más brechas para las necesidades 
críticas, y continuamente evolucionando para dar esfuerzo a 
comunidades. Los cuentos en esta revista solo son algunos de 
los cuentos más recientes en donde nuestro servicio remodela 
vidas, renueva esperanza, y re-imagina futuros estables. 

Nuestra organización esta sostenida por un cuerpo de 
apasionados y dedicados profesionales que trabajan juntos 
para un mundo que refleja la presencia de Cristo. Estamos 
comprometidos a proporcionar oportunidad, estabilidad, 
recursos, e información que enseña a los niños y a las familias 
un camino hacia ser exitosos en sus vidas y sus comunidades. 

Como el presidente y CEO del BCFS System, rezo que 
Dios me guie para hacer su trabajo. “Busque al Señor, y El me 
respondió; y me libró de todos mis temores” (Salmos 34:4). 
En honor a los que vinieron antes, a los que vendrán después, 
y para los que servimos hoy, no fallaré. De parte de la familia 
entera del BCFS System, gracias por su apoyo y para la fe que 
ha puesto en nosotros para hacer lo correcto. Mi esperanza es 
que usted, también, este lleno de orgullo. 
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An Anniversary Worth

By Steven Campbell, Linda Taylor & Beverly Flynn



The Merriam-Webster dictionary describes 
an anniversary as “the annual recurrence of 
a date marking a notable event.” This year, 
Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT) celebrates 
its 20th anniversary, commemorating an event that 
occurred on April 4, 1998, in the piney woods of 
East Texas, when BVT’s doors opened and the 
future brightened for a special group of adults with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD).  

The story, though, did not begin that sunny, 
spring day two decades ago. It began years earlier 
in the hearts of Jean and Robert Breckenridge. The 
Breckenridges had two sons – Robert Jr. and Jimmy 
– each as precious as the other. When they first 
envisioned what BVT might become, they thought 
of Jimmy, who was nine years old at the time, living 
with Down syndrome. Not only did they want to 
provide a safe and loving home for their son, they 
envisioned creating a community for others like 
him. 

In 1972, Robert and Jean purchased 78 acres near 
their Tyler, Texas, home, raw land that would become 
the distinctively safe, loving, faith-based community 
for individuals who could never fully provide for 
themselves. This home would be the answer for 
parents, like themselves, who confront the question, 
“Who will care for my child when I am gone?” 

Then, without warning, within six months, 
Jean lost both Robert Sr. and her son, Robert Jr. 
Alone, overwhelmed, and grieving, Jean wondered 
how she would make the family’s dream a reality 
without the help of her husband and her eldest son, 
Jimmy’s only other sibling. 

With no other living relatives, urgency 
accompanied the gut-wrenching question 

that haunted her day and night: “What 
about Jimmy – who will care for him when I 

am no longer here?”

A courageous heart and deep-seated commitment 
drove Jean to approach Dr. David Dykes, her pastor 
at Green Acres Baptist Church, about the feasibility 
of building a home for those with IDD. At an East 
Texas meeting of pastors, Dr. Dykes met BCFS 
System President and CEO Kevin C. Dinnin, who 

happened to be travelling through the region. Kevin 
was returning to Texas after assessing sites around 
the country to research and create a facility that met 
the needs of individuals living with IDD. It seemed 
a moment of divine irony that the two men might 
meet and that their goals could be achieved in a 
single endeavor.    

Pastor Dykes took Kevin to Mrs. Breckenridge’s 
house, where she shared with him her vision, and 
conveyed her sense of urgency to Kevin. 

Kevin describes meeting Jean as fate.  
“I would love to say I was just in the right place at 

the right time, but it was more than that,” Kevin says. 
“At that time, the BCFS System had no experience 
with building or managing a facility like Jean 
described, but her story truly moved me. I believe it 
was a miracle that Pastor Dykes led me to her.” 

With a willingness to give all she had to make 
her dream come true, Jean donated the 78-acre 
lush parcel of East Texas real estate as the site for 
Breckenridge Village. With Kevin’s leadership and 
the partnership of the Texas Baptist Men (TBM) 
Retiree Builders, construction of the Village began 
in the fall of 1997. The TBM and their supportive 
wives, with RVs and construction machinery in 
tow, converged on the property with the mission of 
“Building for the Glory of God.” 

“It was truly a sight to see,” Kevin recalls. “It 
was a big deal, like when you were kids and the 
fair would come to town. The TBM volunteers 
arrived by the dozens and set up an enormous tent 
as their headquarters. There were RVs surrounding 
the site, along with picnic tables and impressive 
cooking facilities where meals were prepared. It was 
monumental; inspirational.” 

Sounds of hammers, saws, and drills interrupted 
by shouts of conversation and laughter filled the 
air as dirt moved and concrete slabs became the 
solid foundation for buildings and homes. In less 
than seven months, the construction of six beautiful 
homes, a vocational building, and an administrative 
building transformed the East Texas landscape from 
a grassy field to a beautiful community.

On April 4, 1998, which also happened to be 
Jimmy’s 35th birthday, the official Grand Opening of 
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Breckenridge Village of Tyler celebrated a day Jean 
Breckenridge had dreamed of, prayed for, and helped 
make a reality. When 24 individuals with IDD moved 
into the newly constructed homes just days later, 
BVT officially began its enterprise of service.

Since its opening, the BVT campus has 
expanded to include more buildings and property 
improvements. In April 2000, the beautiful 
7,684-square-foot Robert M. Rogers Memorial 
Chapel was built. This chapel, featuring a 

stunning 25-foot cathedral ceiling with a cupola 
of natural light windows, includes a boardroom, 
two classrooms, a kitchen, and a state-of-the-art 
exercise room. However, the focal point of this 
picturesque building is the 20-foot cross, donated 
by Jean Breckenridge for the chapel’s dedication. 
Since then, more than 300 unique and exquisite 
crosses have been added and now fill the walls of 
this amazing worship center. These crosses provide 
inspiration to all who enter and to the residents as 
they gather to begin their day in praise and worship. 
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Today, the Village features a medical clinic which 
allows nursing staff to provide quality medical 
support and supervision to those who reside at BVT 
or attend its programs; a handicapped-accessible 
swimming pool, donated by the late Dr. Ernest & 
Nita James; the Steve & Cheryl Plybon Pavilion, 
the center of campus recreational activities; and a 
beautifully stocked fishing pond.  

But this breathtaking, state-of-the-art campus 
is more than just brick and mortar. It is about a 
dream. It is about the people who live there, the 
staff who care so lovingly, and the individuals from 
the community who visit the campus on a daily 
basis. BVT is about Jimmy, Julie, and Linda H., 
whose parents are no longer living, but who now 
have a family and a home at BVT with friends and 
staff who love, support, and encourage them to be 
all that God intends 
them to be. 

It’s about Alex, 
Clay, and Deborah, 
who have the 
opportunity to live 
self-sufficiently away 
from their families 
and grow into their 
own independence. 
It is about Tanner, 
Michele, and Alison, 
who come from all 
over the East Texas area each day to participate in 
the host of daily programs offered at the Village, 
and who hope to one day call BVT their home. 
BVT is about Jill and Dayne, whose parents, after 
prayerfully searching all across the nation, uprooted 
their families from New Jersey and Tennessee to 
move to East Texas, so their child could participate 
in BVT’s day programs while waiting for permanent 
placement at the Village. 

Over the past 20 years, BVT has taught us that 
one truly is “more blessed to give than to receive.” 
As such, the Village has become a source of 
formidable volunteer effort in the Tyler community. 

Five days a week, vans and buses are filled with 
BVT residents and other volunteers passionate 
about helping their community. Whether 

delivering meals to the homebound with Meals 
on Wheels, packaging food for the needy at the 
East Texas Food Bank, sorting donated clothing at 
Cornerstone Assistance Network, or assembling 
the bulletins for their local church, BVT residents 
enthusiastically serve those around them. 

Their volunteer efforts also reach an international 
scale of service when, each year, BVT residents 
hand knit more than 300 brightly hued, toasty winter 
caps to send to orphaned children in Moldova, 
one of Eastern Europe’s poorest countries. Their 
service is given every year in partnership with 
Children’s Emergency Relief International (CERI), 
an international interest of the BCFS System.  

Under the care of dedicated and committed 
staff, BVT residents are encouraged and challenged 

daily in their 
personal growth 
through elective 
opportunities, life 
skills training, active 
treatment, exercise, 
and field trips. Each 
season presents new 
chances to choose 
and participate in 
classes such as art, 
hand bells, sports, 
culinary arts, choir, 
candle-making, and 

horticulture, just to name a few. 
Life skills and active treatment are ongoing 

training opportunities that encourage personal 
growth and independence of BVT residents. 
Staff lovingly guide and gently direct the 
development of social and coping skills, household 
responsibilities, community safety, health and 
hygiene skills, and much more. 

Health and exercise are vital components 
to daily living at BVT. Whether exercising on 
equipment especially designed for their needs, 
working out in “sittercise,” or walking with others 
in the popular BVT Walking Club, residents 
are encouraged toward a healthy lifestyle. The 
hard work of physical fitness and the choices for 
healthy meals pays off during the teamwork and 
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comradery of Special Olympic activities that take 
place throughout the year.

BVT residents participate in a host of wonderful, 
memory-making opportunities as they attend local 
community engagements as well as fun-filled field 
trips beyond the Village. Outings to the theater, 
symphony, and various museums enrich their lives 
through the arts. Whether attending the magical 
“A Night to Shine” (prom for adults with special 
needs), traveling to Arlington to cheer for their 
Texas Rangers, enjoying the sights and sounds of 
the East Texas State Fair, or reveling in beautiful, 
seasonal music at various Christmas programs, BVT 
enjoys exciting occasions every year.

For its residents, BVT provides the security of 
a loving home with caregivers who respect their 
individuality and encourage their independence. 
Each resident has their own bedroom to 
personalize and customize to their liking. A large 
kitchen, open dining room, and spacious living 
room create a warm, welcoming atmosphere. 
Here, residents can interact with their housemates 
and share their day while playing games, 
putting puzzles together, or enjoying television. 
Housemates Brien, Jonathan, and Bubba are often 
seen taking an afternoon ride on their bikes around 
the campus. Residents enjoy a meaningful life at 
the Village, filled with enriching activities. 

While BVT has impacted the lives of many, 
the need for service is constantly growing. BVT 
continues to grow with that need in the hopes that 
the many individuals with IDD who desire the 

quality of life that BVT can provide receive all 
that they need and more. Each new or potential 
member of the Breckenridge community deserves 
the same opportunities of home, love, security, and 
friendship that BVT offers. 

It is notable and worthy of celebration that for 
twenty years Breckenridge Village of Tyler has 
offered what many places cannot: a Christ-centered 
community providing “hope, love, and home” 
for adults with IDD. It is a special place where 
residents are making true, lifelong friends, often 
for the very first time in their lives. BVT continues 
to offer parents and guardians of those with special 
needs peace of mind and the answer to the same 
question that the Breckenridges asked themselves 
more than twenty years ago: “Who will care for 
my child when I am gone?” 

Thank you, Jean and Robert, for sharing your 
dream and allowing us to carry it on. May you rest 
peacefully knowing that your vision for a loving, 
safe, and nurturing place for Jimmy and his many 
friends is manifest daily at BVT. 

Photo Captions:
1. From left to right: Dwight Evans, Kevin Dinnin, Jean 

Breckenridge, and Jim Powell break ground at BVT.
2. The Texas Baptist Men celebrate at the BVT 

groundbreaking ceremony, Summer 1997
3. The Texas Baptist Men and their families parked trailers 

on-site during construction
4. Robert M. Rogers Chapel under construction
5. BVT’s first residents

Happy 20th Anniversary Breckenridge Village of Tyler! 
It truly is an anniversary worth celebrating.
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Perseverance
As a BCFS Health and Human Services Emergency Management 

Division (EMD) Case Manager, I work closely with people to 

help them through some of the most trying, emotional, and dire 

events they have likely ever faced. 

In the wake of natural disasters and man-made 
catastrophes, EMD case managers offer survivors 
support for their recovery, from basic needs to long-
term counseling. In our jobs, EMD case managers bear 
witness to individuals and families working through 
these traumatic, tragic events, and the service we provide 
to these survivors is not only critical to helping them 
regain some stability, but also, in some way, I hope, 
helps strengthen their resolve to overcome the new set 
of obstacles that has brought us together. The following 
is just one example of the strength of the human spirit 
that EMD case managers often see in those we serve who 
have had their lives upended and are in the midst of a 
long road to recovery.

I met this specific survivor, Daniel*, at one of the 
hospitals in San Antonio, Texas, where he had been 
evacuated to from the Texas Gulf Coast in the wake of 
Hurricane Harvey. Daniel is an elderly gentleman living 
with several medical issues for which he takes several 
medications. During the storm, Daniel evacuated quickly, 
unorganized and unwilling. His wife would abandon him 
one week after the hurricane, but his daughter and her 
three children came to his aid in his time of need.  After 
a two-hour intake session where I assessed his needs and 
listened to him tell me everything he wanted to, Daniel 
was in good spirits. I reassured him that his daughter and 
I would put together a long-term recovery plan and start 
working on it immediately.  
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The next week, Daniel was 
released from the hospital and 
returned to the hotel where he 
could recuperate comfortably. 
The first assignment on his 
recovery plan was for his 
daughter to talk with the 
building contractors at his 
Houston home to get an 
estimated time of completion 
for his home repairs. Next, we 
had to see if Daniel qualified for 
an extension of his Transitional 
Sheltering Assistance (TSA) and 
thoroughly assess his finances. 

Through interactions with 
Daniel and his daughter, I could 
see that their time together 
was strengthening their bond. I 
helped the family acquire some 
of the critical resources they 
needed, and helped them stay 
focused and faithful. Despite 
the odds against him, Daniel 
demonstrated a warrior’s 
mentality, a terrific sense of 
humor, a positive attitude about 
life, and the patience of the 
biblical figure Job. His “get up 
and go again” spirit not only 
helped his recovery, but also 
really motivated me as his case 
manager.

Daniel, his daughter, and 
I worked together to set 
measurable, attainable goals for 
each family member. Knowing 
they were important to the 
family’s success, the children 
agreed to keep their grades up 
with no less than a “B” average. 
Daniel agreed to follow the 
doctor’s orders to work toward 
getting healthy again, and his 
daughter set a goal to find 
suitable employment to help her 
family with their finances. 
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After several weeks of dedicated case management, 
listening sessions, and learning about the mountain 
of federal rules and regulations, good things began to 
happen. Daniel’s medical disabilities qualified him 
for a rental assistance program, and all three of his 
grandchildren earned scholarships to attend summer 
camp. With Daniel’s dedication to his health, exercise 
had become part of his daily routine, with daily walks 
around the hotel where he lived while his house 
was repaired. As a result, his doctors decreased his 
medications from eighteen to twelve a day. And on the 
job front, when the hotel manager learned of Daniel’s 
daughter’s need, he hired her to work in the hotel’s 
front office. Important milestones were being met and 
Daniel and his family were truly working together 
to emerge on the other side of this tragedy as better 
individuals, closer family members, and self-sufficient 
people. 

Daniel’s family’s story, ultimately, is a success 
story. Along the way, however, there were times 
when it was hard, times when it seemed like good 
things were never going to happen. But we didn’t 

give up; they didn’t give up. I hope their story can 
inspire others who might be going through their 
own hard times not to give up. As a case manager, I 
notice that survivors focus not on what they are going 
through, but instead focus on the decision and the 
determination that they are going to be stronger for 
having overcome all the obstacles they have faced.   

The EMD team and the entire BCFS System are 
committed to the work that must be done on behalf 
of those we serve who are in need of a helping hand. 
Case managers assemble the necessary resources, get 
our survivors actively involved in their case plans, and 
pay close attention to the answers they give, working 
to build on their strengths. We give survivors trusted 
guidance and encourage them to walk by faith, not by 
sight. We are determined to do a good job, to do right 
by those we serve, and we remain at the ready to face 
new challenges with our survivors on their road to 
recovery, believing fully that we are all connected, and 
that we are in this together!

*Names have been changed to preserve anonymity
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BCFS HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES’

EMERGENCY MANAGEMENT DIVISION

BCFS EMD provides nationally-based planning, training, exercises, technical 
assistance, and subject matter expertise for our top 10 Federal Emergency 

Management Agency’s (FEMA) Core Capabilities.

We are a unique organization that provides professional assistance based on real-world 
application during our emergency management responses. It is this “boots on the ground” 
perspective and field expertise that give our services authentic application. It is what led FEMA 
to select BCFS EMD to write the Guidance on Planning for Integration of Functional Needs 
Support Services in General Populations Shelters and to develop and deliver whole community 
inclusive planning training to jurisdictions across the country.

How can we best support your current and planned preparedness strategies and initiatives? 
Select from our core capabilities, and consult an EMD representative for the specifics of how we 
can customize our services to best meet your needs.

BCFS EMD top 10 core capabilities in preparedness, 
response and recovery, including planning, training 
and exercises in each:

Operational Coordination & Incident 
Management

Mass Care Services

Health & Social Services

Public Health, Healthcare & Emergency Medical 
Services

Logistics & Supply Chain Management

Operational Communications

Intelligence & Information Sharing

Fatality Management Services

Community Resilience

Planning

phone: (800) 830-2246
website: www.BCFSEMD.org 
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Eugeniu

Then and now pictures of
Eugeniu and his sponsor

Rebekah

Moldova

One of the most important ways Children’s Emergency Relief 
International (CERI) positively influences the lives of youth across the 
globe is through sponsorships provided by generous CERI sponsors. In 
developing countries, a CERI sponsorship grants a child access to CERI’s 
Foster Care and Transitional Care programs, enabling them to fully 
participate and benefit from all the services and relief brought to them by 
CERI staff, foster families, and local and international Christian mentors.

Child sponsorships encourage the development of a healthy, positive, and lasting interpersonal 
relationship between the sponsor and child. Such a relationship, supplemented by the social services 
offered by CERI staff, has the capacity to empower a child and help him or her develop into a resilient 
young adult.

The following is a testimonial from a Moldovan youth who credits a CERI sponsor with altering 
the direction of his life, reaffirming that we are all connected, and that love, acceptance, and 
friendship can change lives. 
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Eugeniu

Then and now pictures of
Eugeniu and his sponsor

Rebekah

MoldovaHi! My name is Eugeniu and I would like to tell you about my life. I am young, and 
while I consider myself a regular guy, I believe my life story could change the way 
you think about your own life, and maybe help you think about what you might do with 
it it in the greater cause of helping others. 
I was born in Chisinau, Moldova, into a family where my mom fulfilled the responsibilities 
of both a mother and a father. I had a very difficult childhood. When I was only two years 
old, my mother took me to a child care institution where I would spend five days and nights 
a week, from Monday morning to Friday evening. On Fridays, my mom would pick me up and take me home. 
Well, not actually a real “home,” because it was actually “anywhere” – anywhere we found a place to sleep, 
with a roof to protect against rain or snow, we called “home.” This is what my life looked like until I turned 
seven, when my mother, after listening to the advice of others, decided to take me to an orphanage. 
I don’t remember my first year at the orphanage, but I do remember the first summer. At the end of the 
school year, all the children from the orphanage (about 700 of us) were taken to a summer camp outside the 
city. That summer, I learned about a new nation .
A group of Americans was volunteering at our camp, mentoring, and running the Vacation Bible School 
program. One day I met two sisters – Rebekah and Jessica Beasley – two of the most special and most 
loving people I have ever met. They became my friends, and that summer, we spent an unforgettable time 
playing and talking about our lives. At the end of the summer, Rebekah and Jessica gave me some news that 
would, though I didn’t know it at the time, have an overwhelmingly positive effect on my life: they decided to 
become my CERI sponsors. 

After that memorable summer, Rebekah and Jessica, together with their parents and friends, came to our 
orphanage’s summer camp every year to visit with me and the other children. The best week of the summer 
was the week they were there. I felt like I had a family. I knew somebody was there for me, to love me, and 
support me.

During the school year, I wrote the Beasley sisters letters that CERI staff translated and passed on to 
them. The summer of 2008 was the last summer I saw them. That year, Rebekah married a strong and 
wonderful young man, and they started a family . You may be asking how I know this; it’s because the 
Beasleys kept sending me correspondence – emails and letters and pictures from every single special event 
they had. As they considered me part of their family, they always kept me in the loop. 
In the spring of 2012, I went to technical college in Moldova. While I was pursuing my Physical Education 
degree at the Ion Creanga Pedagogical State University, I enrolled in CERI-Moldova’s Transitional Care 
Program, where I learned life skills, got involved in volunteering in the community, and gradually worked 
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Pictured from
left to right:

Eugeniu,
Rebekah , and 
Michael after
an emotional

reunion

toward my own independence. All through this, the Beasleys were my sponsors. Four years later, I had 
earned my P.E. diploma and applied for a scholarship program at a university in neighboring Romania, 
where I am now a student in the Physical Education and Mountain Sports Department. In the summer of 
2018, with the help of an Erasmus Exchange Program scholarship, I spent a semester studying in Spain .   
Shortly after I moved to Romania to pursue my Bachelor’s degree, I graduated from CERI’s Transitional 
Care Program, but I still kept in touch with the Beasleys via email and social media. When I learned that 
Rebekah was coming back to Moldova to serve and bless other children in need of a family, I could not 
believe I would be seeing her after 10 years! I was so excited about seeing her again and meeting her 
husband! Through nerves and overwhelming emotion, I purchased a flight back to Moldova to see Rebekah. 
I was unsure if we would be able to connect and relate to each other like we had before, but all my fears 
vanished the moment I saw her. I will never forget our strong and powerful hug that day. I was so happy to 
see her, and I was so glad to meet Michael, a strong and heartfelt man. Though it had been ten years, we 
picked up right back where we left off and spent the next several hours talking and crying .   
This is my story. With CERI’s help and the Beasleys’ sponsorship, not only have I achieved independence, 
but I have found a path to an education that can help further my plans and life goals. My message to my 
brothers and sisters in America is that Moldova is a small and impoverished country that needs you. The 
children without a family in Moldova need your support. CERI sponsorships work. A child’s life can change 
for the better from the investment into a child sponsorship. I encourage you to learn more about the great 
work CERI is doing in Moldova, and in other parts of the world where children’s lives are at stake. Your 
sponsorship could transform a life forever. 
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CORNERSTONE

BECOMING THE

of Her Success
BY LEONARD FAVELA

The teen years are a formidable time for anyone, and during Bethany’s fourteenth 
year, she lost her mom after a brave two-year battle with breast cancer at the age of 
41. While each family member struggled to cope with the immense loss, Bethany’s 

father turned to alcohol, which led to the neglect of his children. Before long, her two 
younger siblings were sent to live with their grandparents, and Bethany found herself 

as a ward of the court in the foster care system. 
As an adolescent managing all the life changes going around her, Bethany was 
thrust into a mindset of self-preservation, deciding that she did not want to be 

placed with a foster family. 
“I already have a family,” she reasoned then, navigating her way through an 

emergency shelter for a short time before moving to a transitional living facility in 
New Braunfels, Texas, sharing space and stories with other youth going through their 
own life changes. Today, she admits her decision was based partly on the rejection of 

her father, and partly on the lack of institutional supervision at a private home. 

19 



20 

“The fear of rejection was a really big part of it,” 
she says. “In a facility, there was more oversight to 
make sure that I was safe, rather than living with a 
family left to their own discretion for how to parent 
me.”  

As Bethany had effectively lost both parents – her 
mother to illness and her father to alcoholism – she 
didn’t want another set of parents, much less of a set 
of strangers who might make her feel less safe.

Bethany moved again, this time, to a Portland, 
Texas-area children’s temporary shelter, a time and 
place she recalls fondly. “It was really strict, but it was 
also really fun,” she says. “The workers there made it 
fun, but the rules were strict. I took it well, but some 
others didn’t. It was hard for a lot of the kids there.” 

Bethany mixed the fun with some productivity, 
earning a high school diploma by the time she was 
16 and enrolling in a community college satellite 
program from nearby San Antonio. When she was 18 
and firmly in control of her own life as a legal adult, 
her father reached out, asking her to come home to 
Bayside, Texas, near Corpus Christi. She did.

“Because I have younger brothers and sisters, I 
decided to return home,” she explains. 

She stayed her charted educational course, 
however, refusing to give up the vision she had of 
herself in a cap and gown at college graduation. She 
transferred to Texas A&M University-Corpus Christi, 

but just a week later, Bethany says, her father decided 
he didn’t want her and kicked her out of the house, 
sending Bethany scrambling for stability. 

She went into survival mode again, assessing her 
resources for achieving her own autonomy. She lived 
with a friend for a short time and then moved into 
university housing, refusing to abandon her studies. 

Having become acquainted with BCFS Health 
and Human Services during time she spent at another 
group home, she reached out to BCFS-Corpus Christi 
for guidance and support. BCFS-Corpus Christi serves 
youth from the foster care system to help them build 
their skills and knowledge, strengthen their self-
confidence, create healthy community relationships, 
and help youth learn positive self-guidance.

Bethany enrolled in BCFS-Corpus Christi’s 
Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) program, a 
program designed for youth preparing to age out of 
the foster care system; and the Education and Training 
Voucher (ETV) program, a state-funded program 
that ensures college tuition to an in-state university 
for youth with experience in foster care. In addition, 
BCFS-Corpus Christi works closely with the Texas 
Workforce Commission (TWC), who can help youth 
like Bethany.

When Bethany was unexpectedly dismissed by 
her father, BCFS-Corpus Christi stepped in to offer 
support.

20 

Bethany seen here with her family over the years 
they shared together
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“The ETV program helped me tremendously,” 
Bethany says, “especially when I was kicked out and 
on my own. It helped with student housing, my books, 
and helped me gain access to a computer for school.”

“When Bethany came into the office,” says BCFS-
Corpus Christi PAL Case Manager Noemi Gomez, 
“she had a goal already set to finish college because 
she wanted a better life for herself. She’s incredibly 
self-motivated, smart, and a hard worker,” Gomez 
continues. “She knew what she needed and knew that 
we could help her obtain it.”

With the help of BCFS-Corpus Christi, Bethany 
is using education to propel her toward a successful, 
independent adulthood. She has already received 
a bachelor’s degree in Applied Science and Child 
Psychology, and is now pursuing a graduate degree. 
Her experience in the foster care system has resulted 
in her crafting and sharing an important message for 
youth in the system. 

“I want other kids in CPS (Child Protective 
Services) to know that there is so much help at PAL to 
help you live on your own, especially with the tuition 
waiver. Out of all the children that I have lived with – 
and it was a lot – I am pretty much the only one who 
went to college. We all had the same opportunities; 
they just chose not to take it for whatever reason. 
More kids in CPS should take advantage of the 
opportunities.

“College seems hard,” she continues. “Everyone 
that I talked to, they felt like they didn’t fit in there. 
We really do belong there, and it is possible. It’s 
definitely worth it.”

After completing her education, Bethany plans to 
advocate for youth in the foster care system, drawing 
from her own experiences to found a center where 
youth in the system can go for support. “I heard 
stories from some of the kids I lived with, and they 
are horrible stories,” she says. “I would like to make 
a nice residential treatment center that focuses on 
education and helps build awareness of the resources 
available.”

Seasoned by her experience and choosing to seek 
harmony and balance, Bethany, today at 21 years old, 
has learned that forgiveness is paramount to the love 
and commitment she has always felt for her family. 

With the help of his employer, her father obtained 
treatment for his alcoholism, remarried, and is raising 
Bethany’s two younger siblings. “I actually have 
a pretty good relationship with my dad, now,” she 
smiles.

Her mind returns to all the kids she has met on her 
journey, and how each has their own set of challenges 
they are managing. 

“I got asked the other day if I wanted to talk about 
my story. I thought it could be a cool opportunity 
to talk about what happened in my life, and maybe 
inspire some others in theirs.” 

Bethany is in the middle of her first year as a 
graduate student in business after earning a bachelor’s 
degree in applied science with a focus on child 
development. 

“I believe this degree will help me on my path 
to eventually creating and operating a residential 
treatment center of my own,” she says. 

According to 
the American 

Council on 
Education, 

factors like a 
lack of familial 

support, 
frequently 

changing schools, 
and the likelihood 

that youth in 
foster care 

are tracked in 
basic education 
courses, rather 
than college 
preparatory 

courses, coalesce 
to make youth 
in foster care 

drastically less 
likely to go to 

college, much less 
graduate.
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By Leonard Favela

MAGNETIZED
love,

When Mr. and Mrs. Lorena and Patrick Lamza 
married, they wanted children. They explored several 
different options for several years, but each try was 
unsuccessful. After fourteen years of marriage, they 
decided, together, to open their home to the possibility 
of foster care and adoption.

With the help and training of BCFS Health and 
Human Services Foster Care and Adoption program, 
the Lamza family dynamic would soon change to 
include the highly energetic brother-sister duo of 
three-year-old Jalisa and her two-year-old brother, 
Enrique (“Kike,” pronounced KEE-keh, for short). 
BCFS-San Antonio arranged for the siblings, who had 
been in the care of an elderly aunt before being placed 
in the foster care system, to meet their new caregivers 
at their day care, along with a BCFS-San Antonio case 
manager.

“They came running toward us; they wanted us to 
pick them up, and when we did, they stuck to us like 
magnets,” Patrick remembers fondly. That day, the 
Lamza family doubled in size. From one day to the 
next, the Lamzas went from going places as a duo to 
arriving as a foursome, as Jalisa and Kike blended into 
their welcoming family. Lorena’s eight brothers and 
four sisters were ecstatic at the news of the two newest 
family members.

“They loved it,” Lorena smiles. “They always 
wanted us to have children, so they were very happy 
for us.”

“We brought them to our family reunion,” says 
Patrick, “and everyone was happy for us. Surprised, 
but it was a happy surprise!”

Kike battles shyness as his older sister 
enthusiastically answers questions about her favorite 
food.“Tacos!” she exclaims, adding that her favorite 
color is blue, and that she will wear a Shine costume 
(referring to the blue half of the pink-and-blue 
character duo Shimmer & Shine) for Halloween. She 
encourages her brother to reveal his costume, lovingly 
coaxing him toward his Iron Man mask, which he puts 
on, extending his arm with his palm out, making a 
whishing sound in his best Iron Man impersonation.

The first-year parents enthusiastically scroll 
through photos and videos while Lorena remembers 
the newness that every parent feels the first time they 
hold their child, and the inevitable thought process 
that comes with new members of the family.

“At first,” she admits, “we were a little shocked. We 
used to be able to just pick up and go. I guess when 
you’re pregnant, you (sort of) know what’s coming… 
for us, it was one week, and then everything changed.”

22 



23 

By Leonard Favela

MAGNETIZED
love,

In an example of the ancient 
proverb, “it takes a village to 

raise a child,” extended family 
members checked in frequently to ensure 

the two newest Lamzas were acclimating 
well. BCFS Health and Human Services 
also provides ongoing support services 
for adoptive parents, including 24-hour 
emergency on-call, monthly parent 
support group meetings with child care 

provided, and free training opportunities. 
With a little help, Lorena says, “once we got 

a routine going, it got better.”
While Jalisa moved in with a bed, Kike, just 

two at the time, arrived at the Lamza homestead 
with a crib. Just a few months later, he would grow 

his way into a toddler bed. “He had seen my tools in 
his room,” Patrick remembers, “and asked ‘you’re 
gonna convert my bed?’”

When Kike got home from school the next day, 
Patrick remembers with a smile, “he ran upstairs and 
ran back down and climbed on the couch and gave me 
three big kisses!”

“They’re good,” says Lorena of her two 
children. “They’re very loving.”

As Jalisa and Kike play whimsically together in the 
den, the Lamzas contemplate the answers to somewhat 
heavier questions about informing their children of 
their past when the time is right. “We have thought 
about that,” she says, mentioning that the children 
have three other biological siblings.

“It’s really going to be up to them, if they want to 
pursue knowing them, and wanting to know, but we 
haven’t thought about how we would even approach 
telling them. We probably need advice on that,” she 
bravely admits as a mom who only wants the best for 
her children.

In their interactions with their new 
children, though, the Lamzas are 
most focused on active and engaging 
fun. Since officially becoming 
Lamzas, Jalisa and Enrique have been 
invited guests to numerous birthday 
parties for their new cousins, have 
toured a nearby pumpkin patch, and 
have joined in on camping trips and 
weekends at the beach. The Lamzas 

have begun noticing the nuance of parenthood.
“Jalisa is very aware of her surroundings and 

what’s going on,” Lorena says. “Kike is more…he 
focuses on something, and anything else can happen... 
Jalisa is more ‘that’s happening here, that’s happening 
there…’…that’s one of the biggest differences 
between them that I see.

“But Jalisa is very focused, too. She wants one 
thing, and she wants it,” Lorena says, “but we are also 
learning about compromising.”

When new and young family members are being 
integrated into a family, the learning curve for 
both parents and children will arc gently with love, 
compassion, and communication, resulting in children 
raised in a stable and loving home who can grow into 
stable, loving members of their community.

“It’s important for me that they have a belief that 
they can trust and love throughout their lives,” Lorena 
says when asked about her goals as a new parent.

“It’s about making sure that they are taken care of 
educationally, so that they can one day take care of 
themselves. As long as they know what they need to 
do in terms of living a prosperous and healthy life, I 
think that would be my goal, to set those standards, like 
my mom set them for us. That would be my ultimate 
goal for them.”

Patrick adds, “To get them to the point where they’ll 
be able to take care of themselves when we’re gone. 
To raise them to the best of our ability and give them 
the knowledge and skills they need to take care of 
themselves when we’re no longer here.”

Loving, 
attentive, 
and active 
parents 
would agree.
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BCFS Health and Human Services Educates Texas Families
on Car Seat Safety

Stories from Monica Calderon and Alana Jeter

One of the greatest tragedies of the death and injury caused by vehicle accidents is 
that, many times, the problem can be prevented. The National Highway Traffic Safety 

Administration found that three out of four children’s car seats are not properly installed, 
and, according to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention), motor vehicle 

injuries are a leading cause of death among children in the United States.
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The colonias of Webb County, Texas, are neighborhoods 
faced with substandard living conditions, often occupied by 
families impoverished and in need. The newborn infants and 
toddlers in these communities, like all children, require special 
care when traveling from place to place in a vehicle. Seeing the need 
to protect children, no matter the financial situation of their families, 
BCFS Health and Human Services’ Healthy Start Laredo program (HSL) 
was awarded a grant to provide car seats to low-income families. 

Since beginning work with vehicle safety, HSL has teamed up with the Texas 
Department of Transportation to support child safety initiatives across the state. 
Recently, HSL became a member of the Safe Riders Child Safety Seat Distribution and Education Program 
through the Texas Department of State Health Services. As members of this community service program, HSL 
can conduct educational classes and distribute car seats to families in the regions that need it most.  

By providing safety seats to families, not only does HSL reduce the number of potential injuries and deaths 
that come from children being improperly secured in a vehicle, it also ensures families are able to comply with 
state laws requiring children under the age of eight to ride in a car seat, lowering the chances that financially 
struggling families will have to add fines of up to $250 to their economic uncertainty. 

In addition to the donation of car seats, Healthy Start Laredo provides families with training to properly 
buckle up children when it’s time to travel. HSL staff received extensive training from the National Highway 
Traffic Safety Administration which they now pass on to families in Webb County.

BCFS Health and Human Services is the first health and human services agency to be part of the Safe Riders 
Child Safety Seat Distribution and Education Program in Laredo, 
Texas. HSL is enthusiastic about the opportunity they’ve been 
given to secure lives through the empowerment and education 
of the community. The program identified a need and built an 
initiative through a variety of opportunities. 

Making a positive difference deep in the heart of Texas, one child 
at a time, HSL’s car seat initiative is only one example of how a 
dedicated program is having a big impact on a community in need.

by Monica Calderon



26 

The D.R.I.V.E. Safe Coalition creates awareness about 
the critical importance of properly installing a car seat, 
harnessing a child correctly in a car seat, and reducing the 
number of traffic-related injuries and deaths on Texas roads. 
With the Texas Department of Transportation (TxDOT), D.R.I.V.E 
Safe and BCFS Health and Human Services-Abilene have partnered to 
deliver traffic safety knowledge to families in Abilene.

 Through BCFS Health and Human Services’ HOPES (Healthy Outcomes 
through Prevention and Early Support) parent education course, parent educators 
have integrated traffic safety as part of a curriculum designed to provide 
community-based, family-centric programs that support families with young children 0-5 years of age to 
work through any barrier they may be facing.

 BCFS-Abilene’s Parent Educators have been educated through traffic safety training, earning certification as 
a Child Passenger Safety Technician. Their certification enabled a partnership with the D.R.I.V.E Safe Coalition 
that allows Parent Educators to attend monthly Car Seat Check Up events co-hosted by the Abilene Fire 
Department and other community organizations. 

The Car Seat Check Up events help keep kids and families safe. Together with other technicians, HOPES 
parent educators provide individualized, hands-on instruction to parents for correctly installing a child safety 
seat into their vehicle, the different adjustments that allow a parent to customize the car seat based on their 
child’s height and weight, and how to correctly secure a child in a car seat. Parents can also find out if a car seat 
is expired and make arrangements 
for an exchange.

The partnership between 
BCFS-Abilene and the D.R.I.V.E 
Safe Coalition allows our parent 
educators to effectively add 
transportation safety education to an 
array of case management services 
and resource referral with the 
mission of providing wraparound 
services to help a family succeed, 
both at home and on the road.   

by Alana Jeter

One CDC study found that, in one year, more than 
618,000 children ages 0-12 rode in vehicles without the 

use of a child safety seat or booster seat or a seat 
belt at least some of the time.

Of the children ages 12 years and younger who died in a 
crash in 2015 (for which restraint use was known), 

35% were not buckled up.
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Learn.Teach.
REPEAT.
Effective Family Engagement

By Jeff Wolpers

Project HOPES aims to 

prevent child abuse and 

neglect by providing 

parenting education, 

home visitation, case 

management, crisis 

intervention, and 

counseling. 

When Ana learned about BCFS Health and 
Human Services-Harlingen’s Project HOPES 
(Healthy Outcomes through Prevention and 
Early Support), she was experiencing some 
behavioral issues with her three-year-old daughter, 
AnaSophia, who was also having a tough time 
with potty training. When Ana attended a parental 
involvement meeting at her child’s school, Project 
HOPES staff were on hand to present to parents 
the services and resources available through the 
program.

Project HOPES is an 18-session curriculum 
that provides training, support, and resources to 
families with young children 0-5 years of age to 
overcome any obstacles they might be facing. 

After listening to a testimonial from another 
parent who had recently completed the HOPES 
parenting education curriculum, Ana enrolled, 
hoping that she could learn some parenting tips 
and techniques that she could apply at home with 
AnaSophia. 

Ana and her HOPES Parent Educator, BCFS-
Harlingen’s Brissia Rangel, began with the Parent/
Child Interactive module to help address the 
behavioral issues her daughter was experiencing. 
In the module, Ana learned how to increase 
positive interactions, structure daily activities, 
and reduce challenging behaviors. To help with 
potty training, Brissia suggested Ana try a reward 
system with her daughter. Ana gave her daughter 
a sticker book and began using stickers as rewards 
for making potty training progress. She also 
worked to establish a daily routine as a way to 
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The goal of Project HOPES 
is to provide flexible, 
community-based 
programs to support 
families with young 
children 0-5 years of age to 
overcome any barriers 
they might be facing.

Services:
. SafeCare Parenting 

  Education
. Case Management
. Transportation
. Basic Needs Support
. Crisis Intervention
. Counseling
. Parent Support Groups
. Parent Leadership
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increase structure for her daughter. Before long, Ana saw 
significant improvement in her daughter’s behavior. 

Since the skills she was learning were working so well 
with her daughter, Ana started applying those same skills 
to the interactions with her five-year-old son, Juan Carlos.  

Before HOPES, Juan Carlos would never sit still long 
enough to get a haircut, crying and squirming, making 
it impossible for the stylist to finish. Ana applied the 
skills she learned through HOPES to minimize her 
son’s behavior at the barbershop. When her son got 
his first complete haircut, Ana knew that what she had 
learned in HOPES could be applied to all aspects of 
her family’s home life, from chores, to homework, to 
getting ready for school. 

When her husband saw the change in his children, 
Ana shared what HOPES had taught her, and today, 
the entire family benefits from a healthy, happy 
home atmosphere as both mom and dad apply the 
parenting techniques they have learned to interact 
with their children. 

Ana’s willingness to improve her family 
dynamic, communication, and overall health and wellness 
worked. Throughout the 18-session course, Ana stayed engaged, completing 
homework assignments, asking questions during the sessions, and studying the parts of the curriculum 
that were most important to her and her family. 

As a result, Ana’s stress level diminished significantly. With structure and routine, HOPES taught Ana 
that she can be accepting of some of her children’s behaviors, which in turn allows them more freedom 
to be themselves. Ana remains active with BCFS-Harlingen and is always looking for resources and 
information to complement what HOPES has taught her. For her children, she is committed to becoming 
the best parent she can be. She shares her own testimonial with any parent who wants to do the same. 

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) 208-5669 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. 
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On an unexpectedly stormy spring 
day in East Texas, 420 ladies – weather 
notwithstanding – came together for 
Breckenridge Village of Tyler’s (BVT) 13th 
Annual Ladies Spring Luncheon. Whether 
showing their support for a loved one, learning 
more about the great work BVT provides, or 
sharing some quality time with friends, the 
intent was the same: to be a champion for the 
BVT residents and families.

Each year, the BVT Ladies Spring Luncheon 
is held to benefit the adults with mild to 
moderate intellectual and developmental 
challenges to whom BVT is committed. This 
year, the event raised more than $55,000 for 
BVT residents and day-program participants. 
The luncheon’s theme, Cherishing Life’s 
Moments, vibrated through the entire banquet 
hall as each table wore intricate, thematic 
decorations reminiscent of special life moments. 
Themes included a winter wonderland, a 
dreamy picnic at the park, and marriage 
celebrations. Cherishing Life’s Moments is not 
merely a theme, but a motto lived by the BVT 
community. From the residents and day-program 
participants to the staff members, there is the 
sense that the moments and memories created at 
BVT are blessings that should be embraced and 
treasured as God’s own will. 

Susan O’Donnell, Program Director for 
Tyler-area radio station KVNE, 89.5 FM, 
delivered a heartfelt and inspiring keynote 
address, evoking just as many belly laughs as 
tears as she spoke candidly of leaning on her 
faith through her trials and triumphs as a single 
mother of two daughters. She encouraged the 
luncheon audience to remember that God is 
always present, and to love unconditionally.  

Upon arriving at the campus, Susan was 
immediately captivated with the welcoming 
community and lovingly attentive staff. 

“Breckenridge Village of Tyler has become 
just what is was supposed to be…a home for 
adults who have special needs; [a] place that 
will care for them throughout their life, just as 
their own parents wanted them cared for,” said 
Susan in her address. 

“Residents are loved; and encouraged. I 
know it was the dream of Jean and Robert Sr., 
but I think even they would be surprised to see 
how much it has grown and how many people 
have been touched by the work that happens 
because of Breckenridge Village.”

To date, the annual BVT Ladies Luncheon 
has raised a total of more than $800,000 for the 
residents and day-program participants at BVT.   

The 13th annual luncheon concluded with an 
original poem by Linda, a BVT resident for 12 
years. 

Cherished LifeTo Live a

By Valeria Villaseñor
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Written by Linda J.

It is important to cherish life’s precious moments.
From the birth of an infant to adulthood
We all must pay heed to the wonderful world around us.
Like the spreading wings of a monarch butterfly
To the flourishing roots and arms of a sycamore tree
Life is a balanced tapestry of colors and light.
Life gives us a rainbow of pleasures.
Each moment is a lesson to treasure.
As we partake of friendships and the many facets of life
Each day is a blessing from God.
To appreciate creation and the beauty all around us
The foamy deep blue sea
The scalloped mountains that point to the heavens
It is important to cherish life and its empowering moments.
Dreams of love and stories of hope and courage
Every person is beyond measure.
So priceless like a gift 
God gave us life to uplift others.
To spread harmony and faith
Every moment is a pearl.
Every moment is a breath to be taken.
The pathways we take are filled with delight with our Lord.
As we talk and commune with him
Being grateful for the years we have on this earth
However few or many
We are given time to fellowship with one another.
To appreciate flowers and the seasons
To acknowledge our strengths and weaknesses
To cling to our savior and hold on to his almighty hand
Life gives us moments to cherish.
Let’s make the best of it.
Be happy for who we are and what we have been blessed with.
Peace in our hearts
Let us sing a song and worship our Heavenly Father.
Let us be thankful for our provisions.
Each moment is sacred.
Every wind that blows
Every leaf that falls
Every star that shines like a diamond in the sky
It is important to cherish life’s moments.
Allow yourself to soar like an eagle.
Find yourself floating high above the ground with wings of exultation.
Then you will be filled with joy.
As you dance and be filled with the radiant moments of each day.
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“It wasn’t always like this,” says 
Jaime. He remembers younger 

days, simpler days. Perhaps that 
perceived ease and simplicity 
are made to be more now than 
they ever truly were because of 

a life that has taught Jaime 
what he knows today. 

Yet, if nostalgia adds some 
unrealistic magic to his history, 
it is still difficult to deny the 

changes that slowly took hold 
of his family and, consequently, 

Jaime’s own life.

By Alexzandra Hust and Elliott Harris
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Jaime. He remembers younger 

days, simpler days. Perhaps that 
perceived ease and simplicity 
are made to be more now than 
they ever truly were because of 

a life that has taught Jaime 
what he knows today. 

Yet, if nostalgia adds some 
unrealistic magic to his history, 
it is still difficult to deny the 

changes that slowly took hold 
of his family and, consequently, 

Jaime’s own life.

By Alexzandra Hust and Elliott Harris

As Jaime began high school, more was 
changing for him than his journey through 
adolescence. He was coming into his own 
as a soccer player and trying his best to 
enjoy the various treasures and tribulations 
that come with being a young man. 

At the same time, Jaime’s mother was 
coming out of a relationship with a man 
who had abused her. While the change 
brought an end to the potential for abuse, 
it also brought financial troubles and other 
circumstances that further burdened what 
remained of Jaime’s family. Because 
his mother lost custody of her youngest 
children to her ex-husband, the family now 
consisted of only Jaime, his sister, and his 
mom.  

The transition to a family of three 
headed by a single parent was difficult on 
everyone involved, but Jaime’s mother 
took it especially hard. Her exceedingly 
troubled outlook affected Jaime and his 
sister.

“Whenever something bad would 
happen in her life, she would take it out on 
us,” says Jaime. “She’d call us ungrateful, 
or find a way to blame us for what was 
happening.”

As a freshman in high school, Jaime 
was working and saving money so that he 
could attend the Winter Formal dance at 
school. His mother was not working at the 
time and asked to borrow the money he 
had saved for the dance to cover some of 
her own expenses. When Jaime said no, 
his mom got upset. “You’re going to be 
just like your father,” she said. 

Jaime ran. 
His mother called the police. It didn’t 

take officers long to find Jaime and take 
him back home, but it was hardly the end 
of tensions between son and parent. 

Jaime remembers his sophomore year 
of high school as the height of his family’s 
troubles. They had moved into a new 
house which the landlord offered rent-free 
as long as the family worked to fix the 
house while they lived there. 

“But we never worked on the house,” 
says Jaime. “If anything, it just got worse.” 

The family’s living situation grew 
increasingly uncertain with pressure 
from the landlord to leave, and with that 
uncertainty came depression for Jaime’s 
mother. “It wasn’t always like this,” says 
Jaime. “I can remember when me and my 
mom were really close, but everything she 
was telling me now – I just got so tired of 
everything and I started to hate myself.

 “I started to think about hopping onto a 
train and leaving,” he pauses, “or hopping 
in front of one. It was a really bad time.”

The next year – his junior year – Jaime 
left his family’s house for good. After his 
mother told him she would no longer give 
him a ride to work, his options for building 
a stable present and future were fewer now 
than ever before. 

On the night Jaime finally left his house 
for good, the stress and tension in his 
family finally reached a breaking point, 
his mother speaking the words that would 
alter Jaime’s life: “I think it’s time for you 
to pack your things and leave this house.” 

33 



34 

Wandering

Living

Over the course of Jaime’s junior and senior year, 
with no permanent place to call home, he was left 
to move between the houses of friends. He’d spend 
five months here, three months there; a few nights 
somewhere else. At each stop, the same story played 
out: generosity would wear thin from some member 
of his temporary family, or financial or relationship 
troubles further complicated an already complex 
situation for Jaime. 

Amid the instability, Jaime’s grades suffered. It was 
difficult to keep up with homework when he struggled 
to keep a home.  

One day, the Abilene Independent School District’s 
Homeless Liaison offered Jaime the chance to connect 
with Our House, a transitional living program offered 
through BCFS Health and Human Services. The 
school set up an interview between Jaime and an Our 
House case manager, Alexzandra Hust.

When Alexzandra explained what Our House 
could do for Jaime, he was in disbelief. Alexzandra 
remembers Jaime asking, “What’s the catch?” 

Alexzandra laid out the rules for living at the house. 
It all seemed so simple compared to the life Jaime had 
grown used to. Soon, Our House would give Jaime a 
place to call home. 

As a high school senior, Jaime was approved to 
live at Our House, which provided him with resources 
through BCFS Health and Human Services and their 
partners that he otherwise would not have known were 
available. Most importantly, he finally had a consistent 
place to call home. 

With a newfound sense of stability, Jaime enjoyed 
more free time than he was accustomed to. He made a 
few friends who shared similar pasts to his own. “I grew 
close to those guys, but I started following their ways.” 

With new friends came new habits, and 
as he spent more time connecting with his 
new companions, alcohol and drugs placed 
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Living

Jaime’s life on a path toward downfall. Though Our 
House requires drug tests from its residents, and a 
positive result would threaten the stability Jaime 
had found, as depression crept into his life, he was 
indifferent to the consequences of his actions. 

He was struggling, and he knew it. 
“I looked and saw my future in front of me: this 

wasn’t anything to live for and work for,” says Jaime. 
Eventually he reached out to Alexzandra and BCFS-
Abilene Texas Workforce Commission Advocate Shelby, 
admitting everything he was going through. 

“I’ve gotta thank Alex and Shelby because they’ve 
always been there for me and always been my support 
group,” says Jaime. “They’ve been a big part of my 
life and influenced me to go in the right direction.” 

When Jaime told them about his difficulties, 

Shelby and Alexzandra got him involved in a local 
community program that helped turn him away from 
dependency and build a resolve against negativity. 
“They taught me how to change my life by staying 
busy,” says Jaime. He has internalized that lesson, 
keeping himself focused and active. 

In staying busy and working hard, Jaime was left 
with a difficult choice. Near the end of high school, 
he realized he would have to give up one of his 
most faithful companions throughout life: the game 
of soccer. “It was a tough decision for me because 
soccer was something that could take me away from 
whatever I was going through,” says Jaime. 

Work and school were enough on their own, and 
soccer had become yet another expenditure of time 
in an increasingly cramped schedule. He knew his 
options were limited if he had any hope of maintaining 
his grades and reaching his professional potential. He 
discussed the possibility of leaving the soccer team 
with his youth minister, who offered simple advice: 
“What’s going to help you the most in life?” 

As tough as it was, Jaime finally told his coach he 
would not be able to continue playing with the varsity 
team. Afterward, Jaime spoke with Shelby about the 
weight of the decision he had felt forced to make.

“I don’t know Shelby, I’m pretty down,” he said.
“Well, I know what might cheer you up,” said 

Shelby. “How about a full-ride scholarship to Hardin 
Simmons University?” 

Unknown to Jaime, Hardin Simmons and the 
BCFS System had been developing an opportunity 
to make a full-ride scholarship possible for a resident 
at Our House. With a strong work ethic, a great 
educational track record, and a history that showed 
an unwillingness to stop when obstacles were in his 
way, Jaime proved to be a fitting candidate for the 
scholarship. Jaime describes the award from Hardin 
Simmons as the “biggest blessing I could ask for.” 

Today, Jaime works two jobs, averaging between 
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Our House is a transitional living program that provides struggling young men in the Abilene community 
with a safe, stable living environment. The young adults living in the home receive services from staff and 

community partners including education assistance, employment training, and a sharpening of life skills. While 
living in the house, residents learn to share in communal responsibilities – from general cleaning or dinner 

preparation to service projects benefiting the local neighborhood. The goal of Our House is to help young men 
grow to better manage their lives as they develop professional skills to more quickly become independent, 

responsible, contributing members of the community.
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50 and 60 hours a week to pay his bills and afford 
his own apartment that he recently moved into after 
leaving Our House. Five days a week, Jaime works 
construction in the morning and afternoon, and three 
to four nights a week, he takes an evening shift at 
Hendrick Medical Center as a Certified Nursing 
Assistant (CNA). While the two jobs pay his bills, 
they also allow him to steadily build a savings account 
so that he can be prepared for unforeseen financial 
troubles. Jaime works hard to afford a life he has 
chosen to live, no longer a fate decided for him.

Jaime’s relationship with his mother has drifted. 
While he and his mother rarely speak, he tries his 
best to stay in contact with his younger brothers and 
sisters, who are now 12, 13, and 16 years old. Jaime 
has high hopes for his oldest sister in particular, whose 
brilliance he finds hard to ignore. 

“I was fortunate to get the scholarship from Hardin 
Simmons, but if anyone deserves it more, it’s probably 
my sister,” says Jaime. “She has real potential, she’s 
amazing and just… so smart.” Jaime looks forward to 
supporting his sister’s education once she graduates 
high school, and hopes to do so for each of his 
younger siblings when the time comes for them.

Next fall, Jaime will begin his degree in nursing at 
Hardin Simmons University. Until then, he will attend 
a local community college to earn a few credits toward 
his coursework at Hardin Simmons. Jaime plans to use 

all the lessons he has learned to ensure success is as 
achievable as possible. “I’m going to every study hall, 
every tutoring session; whatever it takes to make it,” 
Jaime says.  

After college, he wants to move to San Antonio to 
begin his nursing career, hopefully rekindling some of 
the spirit he found in the movie Patch Adams, which 
was Jaime’s earliest inspiration to join the medical 
field. The film remains a standard for the level of care 
he wants to provide his patients and coworkers today. 

“Sometimes, the other nurses [at Hendrick] will 
have to come pretend like they need me in another 
room. I’ll be talking with a patient for 30 minutes or 
longer. They think I’m stuck in there with them, but 
really I just want to know what’s going on; I just want 
to make sure they’re getting everything they need and 
that we’re doing everything we can for them,” he says. 

He may become a doctor later in life, depending 
on the opportunities that become available, but for 
now, he simply feels blessed to have plans he finally 
feels capable of achieving through his own will and 
through the help and guidance of the individuals and 
organizations who have brought him this far. No 
matter what happens, Jaime will continue making 
moves that maintain a life of freedom, mobility, and 
independence. 
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Puerto
Rico Rises

In last year ’s together magazine, we featured the relief efforts 
spearheaded by BCFS Health and Human Services’ Emergency 

Management Division’s (EMD) Immediate Disaster Case Management 
(IDCM) team to help communities recover from the devastation of a historic 

hurricane season. A year later, through our unique brand of expertise and professional 
staff that delivers not only exceptional skills and resources, but also an extraordinary level 

of care and compassion, EMD’s IDCM team remains engaged, helping to connect people 
with the resources to reclaim their lives, instilling hope for those who have endured immense loss. 

By Loretta Gonzalez Bezanilla
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When Hurricane Irma skirted Puerto Rico 
on September 6, 2017, nearly 300,000 people 
lost electricity. This enormous Category 5 storm 
destroyed several Caribbean islands and left Puerto 
Rico wounded and vulnerable. 

Just two weeks later, with around 80,000 Puerto 
Ricans still without power, the island was pummeled 
with the direct and deadly force of Hurricane Maria, 
defined now as the third-strongest storm to make 
landfall in the U.S., leaving in its wake a trail of 
death and destruction that Puerto Rico had not 
experienced in almost 80 years. 

Maria’s ferocious winds obliterated Puerto Rico’s 
already fragile electric grid, destroying homes and 
businesses, and battering the island’s infrastructure 
as roads crumbled and bridges collapsed or were 
impassable, cutting off rural communities and 
leaving survivors without food, water, or help. While 
a fortunate few were able to evacuate the island 
before Maria’s landfall, for thousands more 
islanders, evacuation was impossible. 

After the storm struck, 
many Puerto 
Ricans 

refused to leave their homes, desperate to hold on 
to what little remained. These are the families that 
BCFS Health and Human Services’ IDCM team 
arrived in Puerto Rico to help.

Residents in the Utuado neighborhood of Rio 
Abajo were stranded without access to food or 
medicine, as the concrete bridge that connected 
them to the nearest town had been wiped out by 
the swollen river. The residents renamed their 
neighborhood El Campamento de los Olvidados (The 
Camp of the Forgotten Ones). 

With what they could salvage and with sheer 
will, residents created a homemade pulley system 
consisting of a shopping cart and a cable 
that stretched over the space the 
bridge once covered to 
obtain food, 
water, 
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gasoline for generators, and other survival items. 
I vividly remember a man I will call Diego*, who 
came to the Disaster Recovery Center to request 
assistance for his mother. Her home was on a 
mountain in Caguas, which was affected by the 
subsequent mudslides sparked by Maria’s torrential 
rains. The house was slowly sliding down the 
mountain and would soon be lost, but his mother 
refused to leave. She had lived there her entire life; 
it was the only home she ever knew. Diego’s despair 
was palpable.

We helped Diego and his mom secure shelter 
and medical treatment by connecting them with 

resources available on the island. We helped 
the residents of El Campamento de 

los Olvidados, too. Despite 
the long wait for 

supplies, 

EMD made daily progress, and the brave and faithful 
people of Puerto Rico found the strength to forge on. 
Hurricane Maria had taken her toll, but Puerto Rico 
survived. 

Aquí seguimos bregando (we keep on 
going). Survivors repeatedly told us this 

when we met with them at the 
Disaster Recovery Center. 

Sad, sometimes confused, exhausted, and 
bewildered by the future, their optimism always 
outweighed their despair. “Puerto Rico se levanta,” 
they chanted. Puerto Rico rises. 

*Names have been changed to preserve anonymity.

Photos by Betzabé Tacán, Case Manager in Puerto Rico.
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By Gary 
Gunn

An old and familiar mid-nineteenth century proverb with its simple message has comforted 
families and friends for nearly two centuries. Its timeless missive has been framed and 

hung on walls in countless homes across the country for decades: home is where the heart is.
Today, the phrase accurately embodies the spirit of a faith-based community of adult men 
and women at Breckenridge Village of Tyler (BVT), which has been in the process of recent 

expansion and growth. 
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By Gary 
Gunn

Located in a quiet suburb of the charming 
town of Tyler, Texas, the six existing 
contemporary homes and three recently 
constructed residences are where the hearts 
of more than sixty adults with intellectual or 
developmental disabilities (IDD) have found a 
home. 

Because of the unique situation of adults 
with IDD, people with this condition often 
live in systematic surroundings. As good and 
necessary as these institutions are, they are 
often not equipped to provide a traditional 
home setting and nurturing environment 
with all the physical, spiritual, and emotional 
advantages that BVT offers.

In 2002, the Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) reported that individuals 
with Down syndrome were living twice as long 
as they were only twenty years ago. Today, the 
chance of living a longer and healthier life, even 
when faced with disability, continues to increase. 
With a longer life comes the need for a more 
loving home, which BVT is able to provide.

Surrounded by beautiful groves of loblolly 
pines, red oaks, and open fields of wild flowers, 
this small, rural community of specially 
designed homes and support facilities is the 
perfect setting for the residents and day-program 
participants BVT serves.

 However, this peaceful setting is much more 
than the sum of its natural surroundings. As 
thoughtful and comforting as it is, the decades-
old saying “home is where the heart is” serves 
as more than an aphorism about BVT, but 
also as the organization’s intended mission to 
empower each resident as he or she develops 
spiritually, physically, mentally, emotionally, and 
socially in a safe, loving, and closely supervised 
environment.

BCFS System President and CEO Kevin 
Dinnin explains, “We considered expansion for 
some time now, because we are aware of the 
great need. However, it wasn’t until Pierre de 
Wet’s trifecta occurred that things fell into place.  

The trifecta in this case was three houses, three 
million dollars and three generous donors. When 
that happened, the expansion became a reality!”

The more than sixty adults who live at 
BVT prosper and thrive in ways that cannot be 
quantified by traditional metrics. The individuals 
BVT serves delight in using their God-given 
talents, and strive to improve – in every way 
possible – their daily lives. They celebrate 
each other’s successes and achievements 
with unabashed enthusiasm, in many ways 
resembling the support of a family – the original 
department of health, welfare, and education.

“What sets BVT apart from other providers is, 
one, the faith-based component, and two, the 

exceptional staff and facilities that are rare 
among other facilities,” explains BVT Executive 

Director Steven Campbell. 
“This is not a job to our personnel; they have 

a unique gift and calling to serve this population, 
and it shows through the love, heart, and care 
they provide our residents each day. We have 
seen unique strengths and talents come out of 
particular members of our team through this 
process, which is even more proof why BVT is 
staffed with some of the best people around.” 

Noting other differences between BVT and 
others who provide care for adults with IDD, 
Steven continues, “It is uncommon to find 
homes that offer all the amenities found at BVT, 
such as resident-specific bedrooms, in-house 
managers, spacious living areas, day-program 
opportunities, chapel services, and frequent 
recreational activities.” 

Providing facilities to house, feed, teach, 
and care for the individuals at BVT without 
employing the customary institutional model 
requires unconventional thinking and imagining. 
RVK Architects and their team of designers 
captured Kevin’s requirement of a “home style” 
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environment. 
RVK Architects is the sole architectural firm for 

BVT’s specific brand of design and construction 
of each campus residence. Design and Project 
Manager Andrew Staskavage and his team have 
effectively woven a common thread throughout 
each phase of construction that captures the 
look, feel, and spirit of a cozy home setting, 
excelling in creating structures that resemble a 
family environment rather than an institutional 
atmosphere. 

“I have been blessed with the opportunity to work 
with BCFS for over 20 years to design facilities 
that incorporate positive environmental and 

physical characteristics of spaces that enhance the 
quality of life for the residents of BVT,”  

Andrew explains. 
“To truly enhance the resident’s well-being, 

building design should move beyond optimizing 
single parameters to a more holistic approach 
that is responsive to behaviors and individual 
requirements, which offers them a freedom of 
choice and control over their environment.

“Designing for well-being and health includes 
a plethora of opportunities and a range of 
criteria: encourage the residents to be aware and 
engaged in daily activities, create interactive 
settings for social gatherings, and provide 
outdoor experiences to stimulate their senses.”

With BVT’s unique facilities, highly trained 
staff, and attention to each detail in every aspect 
of the campus, it is no wonder that BVT has 
developed a nationwide reputation as an ideal 
home for people living with IDD. 

“When the expansion project was announced 
in 2015, 24 residents were on the BVT Interest 
List,” Steven recalls. “The news of recent 
growth has spurred a greater interest in BVT. 
Our Interest List now has grown to over 80. We 
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have reached out to those on the waiting list 
to inform them of the projected timeline for 
their move to our facility, and the families and 
prospective residents are looking forward to 
calling BVT home.”

The magnitude of the residential expansion 
would have been a major distraction for any 
organization, especially for an assisted-care 
facility like BVT. 

“With any project of this scale, it is going 
to take a considerable amount of extra work 
to ensure the project is completed accurately, 
timely, and efficiently,” Steven says. “Our 
team has done a great job at handling the many 
aspects of an ongoing construction site while 
ensuring BVT’s normal operations are not 
interrupted.”

Throughout the fifteen-month, $3 million 
expansion project, BVT’s Facilities Maintenance 
Division has become very familiar with the 
various challenges generated on campus from 
the daily construction.

Brad Ezell, BVT’s Director of Facilities, was 
the on-site superintendent overseeing the project. 
Remarkably, Brad’s crew of one full-time and 
two part-time employees has successfully 
performed its initial responsibilities and 
effectively handled other unexpected challenges, 
not the least of which was the impact that 
Hurricane Harvey had on one of the project’s 
most important contributors, the Texas Baptist 
Men (TBM).

The Texas Baptist Men are a faith-based 
team of retired construction workers that 
share ministry through volunteer service, 
and have been instrumental in progressing 
BVT’s expansion project (and many other 
BVT projects in the past). In the middle of the 
campus expansion, the TBM team sent many of 
its available volunteers to the Houston area to 
help rebuild the homes and churches damaged 
or destroyed by the Category 5 hurricane. 

“The later start date and unforeseen weather, 
as well as holidays and previous commitments 

to other churches, all helped contribute to the 
need for us to reach out to other builders in the 
community,” Brad says. “We asked for help 
from subcontractors willing to work with and 
follow behind volunteers.”

Grateful for the TBM volunteers who stayed 
to help complete one new home and portions 
of the other two, Brad searched for help from 
local contractors and found an eager group of 
vendors and subcontractors ready to participate 
in the expansion project, many with donations 
of labor and materials.

“Although we had a group of TBM members 
and local volunteers here at all times, we did 
have to get support from sub-contractors to 
install the roof, and cornice and masonry work 
that were originally part of TBM’s scope of 
work,” Brad acknowledges. “We have been 
blessed to find companies willing to donate or 
reduce cost to help with these items.” 

During all these challenges, no one, 
especially not the generous supporters and 
benefactors of BVT, ever lost confidence that 
the three new homes would eventually become 
a reality. 

They knew that BVT provides the best opportunity 
for adults living with IDD to live dignified 

and productive lives – a place where the hearts 
and minds of those BVT serves would be given 

every opportunity to grow and live in a family-
like environment. 

Thanks to the coalescence of generosity from 
community members, the vision that Robert and 
Jean Breckenridge had of a faith-based home for 
adults living with intellectual or developmental 
disabilities grows today, providing peace of 
mind to families and a place for their loved 
ones to realize their potential, live through their 
hearts, and call “home.”
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for Life

for Life
PAL

One of the ways BCFS Health and Human Services uplifts communities is through the 
Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) program. PAL is a way for youth aging out of the 
foster care system to build their skills and knowledge, fortify their self-confidence, create 
healthy community relationships, and ultimately learn self-guidance.

Throughout Texas, BCFS Health and Human Services is active in communities, guiding 
youth from the foster care system toward a stable adulthood through education, life skills 
training, and access to supportive and caring adults that can offer life advice and answers 
that can help a young person see a bright future through a past that, at times, may have 
seemed hopeless. 

The following stories are testimonials from three youth with experience in the 
foster care system who received services through the PAL program. Each writer 
tells their story selflessly, in the hope that their experiences and stories might 
shine a ray of hope upon a seemingly insurmountable obstacle for another.
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for Life
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Writing about myself has always proved to be 
rather difficult for me. I see myself as both a dreamer 
and a doer, but I am also a tad bit of a procrastinator. 
I have overcome an abundance of obstacles these past 
few years, and, at the same time, accomplished more 
than I expected.

My upbringing was not ideal, but I managed. I 
grew up in a household with my four other siblings, 
my grandmother, and my mother. I was born with 
a cleft lip and cleft palate, so there were numerous 
doctor appointments. My birth defects posed a huge 
challenge during elementary school. There were times 
I’d get bullied, and I couldn’t do anything besides 
sit and listen. I might have been young, but I knew 
people would always have something to say about my 
appearance. I also struggled in school. I remember 
crying my eyes out as I did homework, and no one at 
home provided any assistance. It wasn’t long before I 
realized I was on my own.

During middle school, I decided that I had to 
work hard because I did not want to struggle like my 
mother. I was already aware that college for me was 
a must. I was inspired by so many compassionate 
people in the medical field that I set my mind on being 
involved in health care. By the time I reached ninth 
grade, I felt a little more confident with myself. I had 
joined marching band that summer, and was placed in 
a selective advanced math course with other peers. I 
was on top of the world…for a little while.

Over time, the feeling faded. Since my mother 
was elsewhere, I had to juggle paying house bills, 
purchasing groceries, setting doctor appointments 
for my siblings, and running other errands for my 

Alana 

family. When my mother did come home, it was utter 
chaos. Arguments sprouted everywhere! There were 
too many times when she was physically, verbally, 
mentally, and emotionally abusive toward my siblings 
and me, but it all went unnoticed. I began feeling 
overwhelmed, and decided to quit band. It was time 
consuming, and I thought it would be better if I turned 
my attention solely to academics.

I enrolled in dual enrollment courses – courses that 
earned college credit – in my high school and stayed 
involved in clubs and other extracurricular activities. 
I was very stressed, but I could not afford to give up. 
I needed to do better for myself. I would not settle for 
less. Slowly, I began climbing my way up the class 
ranking.

During my junior year, my life took another 
turn. My biological mom was diagnosed with 
schizophrenia. Child Protective Services (CPS) 
intervened before life at home could get any worse. 
Two of my younger siblings and I were taken to a 
shelter in Laredo, Texas, and my little sister stayed in a 
behavioral institute.

I had lost everything. I was withdrawn from the 
rigorous classes I had worked so hard to obtain.  The 
clubs and extracurriculars were gone. My friends were 
out of reach. Eventually, my siblings left the shelter 
without me. I remained there for two whole months. 
Alone.
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Like many other individuals in the shelter, I 
developed a negative perspective about life. It took 
me by surprise that, early in 2017, I was placed in 
the Lopez family home where I was welcomed with 
open arms. Since that day, they have treated me with 
utmost respect and kindness. Mr. and Mrs. Lopez 
always make sure I am doing well. Besides them, my 
caseworker, Carla F., and attorney, Latoya C., were 
always there to support me.

When I enrolled at Porter Early College High 
School, my foster parents encouraged me to continue 
taking dual enrollment classes and to remain focused. 
As a senior, I did just that. I even joined clubs such 
as HOSA (Health Occupations Students of America) 
and BPA (Business Professionals of America) where 
I advanced and placed in competitive events. Without 
the support from many individuals, I do not know how 
I would have graduated with so many achievements. 

I definitely did not expect to graduate number nine in 
my class.

I ended my senior year with two certifications 
in Medical Billing and Coding and Medical 
Administrative Assistant. I volunteered at VITA 
(Volunteer Income Tax Assistance), which allowed me 
to give back to my community and impact low-income 
families positively. 

I look forward to attending the University of Texas 
at Austin this fall. I will be part of the College of 
Natural Sciences and major in biology. I have been 
accepted to the University Leadership Network 
program (which comes with a scholarship), 
the TIP Scholars program, and the Freshman 
Research Initiative Program. I earned a few other 
scholarships, and they’ll surely assist me financially. 
My ultimate goal is to someday become a prestigious 
cardiothoracic surgeon. I look forward to being able to 
give back to my community and others in foster care 
someday.

All in all, even though I’m still in foster care, I feel 
it is for the best. I am in a more stable environment 
that allows me to exceed even my own expectations. 
I cannot deny that, while I was with my biological 
family, I acquired key principles such as being 
responsible and determination. After all the obstacles 
and achievements, I feel more mature. I’m excited for 
the future, and live by Nelson Mandela’s wise words: 
“After climbing a great hill, one only finds that there 
are many more hills to climb.”  

Andrew Luke 
 My biological parents were really bad drug addicts 

and I was born positive for cocaine. When I was two 
years old, they were so drugged up that my father beat 
me and tied me in a dark closet. I was found a couple 
of hours later by my brother, Dionicio, who was about 
six years old at the time, and he called the authorities. 

I was taken by ambulance to the hospital. The 
doctor told CPS and the authorities that it was a 
miracle that I even made it to the hospital alive. CPS 
took me and my older brother (Dionicio) and my little 
sister (Karissa) out of our home and placed us with 
relatives. 
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We were there only for a couple of months until 
they were not able to care for us. When I turned four, 
we were adopted by Eliseo and Celia Reyes from a 
small town named Rio Hondo. I loved them as if they 
were my own parents. I remember when I got to the 
home, I ran around the house just laughing and crying 
tears of joy. I loved that family. 

Things were awesome until I turned fourteen. As 
soon as I hit middle school, I became a victim of 
bullying. After some time I would not want to even 
go to school. Then when I did, I would come home 
and take out the anger on my family. It got so bad 
that one day the police were called and I went to 
juvenile lock-up.  

In the detention center, a CPS caseworker came to 
visit me. I figured it was probably to talk about what 
happened when I was younger, but I was wrong. The 
CPS worker told me that when I was to be released, 
I would be taken into foster care. That night I cried 
knowing I made the biggest mistake in the world.  

It was also the first time I tried to commit 
suicide.  

I tried to cut myself with broken glass from the 
mirror. Luckily, a guard saw me and restrained me and 
transported me to the medical room to get attention. I 
was released a week later.  

The very first foster home I went to was the 
Esquivel Family. We grew close, but then problems 
started that had nothing to do with me and I had to 
leave. 

I moved from foster home to foster home until 
I was seventeen, when I landed in a residential 
treatment center. There, I got my first job and 
learned about BCFS Health and Human 
Services.  

One day I was told that I would 
be moving back to my hometown 
to live with the Moreno family. I 
was 18. When I got there, I was 
welcomed with open arms. Frank 
Moreno taught me and molded 
me to the man I am today. He was 
tough on me, but it was necessary. 
I helped him with yardwork and a 
backyard project. After about a year, 
though, I made another mistake and 
decided it was best for me to leave, 

after I had problems with him.  
I turned 20 on the Fourth of July in a homeless 

shelter. I am still living in the shelter, but things are 
different. I needed to be homeless – completely down 
and out – in order to see my place in the world.  

I’ve been accepted into college and I start in the 
Fall. It may not sound like it, but right now, I’m 
successful for two reasons: One is that I’m still alive. 
And two is that I haven’t given up – and won’t. There 
might be people that have nothing going for them, but 
for me, I know soon I’ll be where I belong.  

To every foster youth out there in the whole 
world: Even if you feel alone, you are not, and 
these feelings and hardships will pass. Never give 
up and you will succeed with your goals in life. To 
be honest, I may still be staying at a shelter, but I’m 
in college now and will be working soon. I’m happy 
and I owe it all to the Lord and people who made a 
positive impact in my life.
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Elvia
I was a lonely child.  My mother gave birth to 

me in the prison she and my father were held in in 
Tamaulipas, Mexico. My sweet grandmother, since the 
day I was born, took care of me as if I were her own 
child. I grew up in a lovely, humble home with my 
grandmother and a very close aunt. 

Unfortunately, my grandmother started to get 
sick when I was in my early teens, which led me to 
move to Texas. It was challenging moving to a new 
environment and culture. Plus, my grandmother being 
sick made it more difficult for us.  

At first, my life in Texas was very strenuous 
because I didn’t speak English. Time passed, and my 
grandmother got worse, to the point that I wouldn’t 
go to school so I could take care of her. The weariness 
and fearful thoughts made me feel exhausted day and 
night.  

I started using drugs to calm myself down, but in 
the long run it only made me feel more ill. I tried to 
stop using the drugs, but it made everything ten times 
harder. I had to ask for professional help, which led 
me to a rehab recovery home for teenagers. After 
successfully completing my time in rehab, they 
were investigating to see whether I could go back 

to my home. Sadly, they found out that my 
grandmother was not capable of taking care 

of me anymore, which made them call 
Child Protective Services as soon as 

they saw that I had nowhere else to 
go.  

At the age of sixteen, I was 
moved to San Juan, Texas, where 
I lived with my first foster mother. 
To this day, I am still in foster care, 

even though I could have gone out 
of care at the age of 18, I decided 

to stay for a better life for my 
grandmother, and for me.  

Entering into the system was uncomfortable at first 
because you do not know the people you are living 
with and feel left out. With time, everything got better 
in many ways. I graduated high school and got a well-
paying job. I appreciate all of the organizations that 
have helped us make our life a little easier.  

BCFS Health and Human Services helped me get 
a job and be prepared for it. They also helped me 
open my very first bank account, and make a smooth 
transition into adulthood. 

This is just the beginning for me. I am aiming 
for success, not giving up, and living to make my 
grandmother proud.

For more information about the PAL program and other locations 
BCFS offers the program, visit www.DiscoverBCFS.net/PAL
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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, 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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Hope + Hard Work = SucceSS
By Lakita Oats

At 18 years old, I had no permanent address, no 
income, and a three-year-old daughter who was not in 
school. I was in Chicago at the time, relying completely 
on the support of friends and family to get by. I was 
truly homeless, about to move into a shelter with my 
daughter before a friend offered me a place to stay 
temporarily. After that, I moved between other friends’ 
houses, still desperate and in need of something more 
permanent and stable. One day a friend referred me to 
what I thought was just a nice daycare. It turned out to 
be so much more. 

In 2008, I enrolled my daughter in the Head Start 
program. It was everything we needed as mother and 
daughter: education, support, resources, even a second 
family. I was excited to be part of something so positive 
during a time in my life that was not. I joined the 
program’s Parent Committee and Policy Council, and 
even became a Policy Council Secretary (a position 
that grew skills I would use later in my career). I also 
had some college hours which the Family Support 
Specialists encouraged me to build on by getting back 
into a university. So, I enrolled at a community college 
and started taking classes. 

During my second pregnancy, Head Start remained 

involved with my whole family, continuing to support 
our goals. While life was still not exactly where I 
knew it could be, I continued taking college classes 
and started living with my aunt and uncle, who had 
graciously opened their home to me though they hardly 
had space left to give. 

Around the same time, program staff asked if I 
would like to be a part of a new Doula program they 
were offering to pregnant mothers. I was grateful for 
this additional path of support, receiving assistance 
throughout my pregnancy. Within eight weeks of my 
second daughter’s birth, I was able to enroll her in an 
Early Child Education program, where she received 
a tremendous amount of support from the staff just as 
my older daughter and I had. The second family I had 
grown to know and love at Head Start was helping my 
immediate family grow to know and love each other. 

Now a mother of two, I started to transition my focus 
from ensuring a healthy pregnancy into establishing an 
opportunity-filled life for both of my girls. I could not 
completely support them without first supporting myself. 
So, I enrolled in a job placement program offered through 
the state of Illinois, and soon found employment.
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Hope + Hard Work = SucceSS
By Lakita Oats

Once I started working, I was able to move into 
an apartment of my own. My oldest daughter went to 
kindergarten prepared for what was to come, and my 
youngest started in her new program. In less than two 
years, I had grown from a frightening time in my life 
as a homeless single mother to a stable parent with 
the promise of a future for her children. Every move 
I made, I made for my girls and for the future of my 
family, and while the success I found would not have 
been possible without my drive and desire to achieve 
the life I knew was possible, I was so appreciative 
for every person who helped shape the woman I was 
becoming and the mother I was so proud to be. 

I was in my own apartment with my children for 
more than a year until I moved to Missouri to join my 
future husband. There, I enrolled at Columbia College, 
pursuing a bachelor’s degree in human services. I 
wanted to help others the way others had helped me. 
I wanted to prove to people what they were capable 
of when they were given the right tools to accomplish 
what they wanted. 

I worked toward my degree until 2015. By then, 
I was married, had three daughters, and was on my 
way to South Korea, accompanying my husband 
on a deployment in the U.S. Army. I had to put my 
educational goals on hold during my two years in 
Korea, as the time difference and busy schedule made 
even online courses a difficult option. However, during 
the break from college, I gained valuable experience 
as a Child and Youth Program Assistant, serving 

children in classrooms and after-
school programs. My time 
there reaffirmed that I was 

on the right path. I 
definitely wanted 

to continue 
working with 
children and 
families.

When 
my family 
returned to 
the U.S., we 
moved to 
South Texas, 
where I 
learned 
about 

the employment opportunities available through BCFS 
Education Services. I took a position as a Family Specialist 
with BCFS Education Services, helping people on the 
other side of a story I had lived only a few years before. I 
continue to serve families in this way today.

They revealed a path that eventually gave me work 
experience, educational advice, maternal support, and 
most importantly, hope. I was able to take those pieces 
and build something truly meaningful and lasting. It was 
not always obvious where I was headed along the way, 
but it was always clear that I was moving. 

In 2018, I earned my degree from Columbia College 
with a Bachelor of Arts in Human Services. I traveled 
more than four hours to the graduation ceremony so that 
I could walk across the stage and receive my diploma. I 
did this intentionally. I did it in the presence of my three 
children, to show them what was possible – to make a 
point that life was only as good as you worked to make it. 

Now that I am serving as a Family Specialist, 
sometimes it can feel like I am not living up to the 
level of service that I was given as a young mother. 
Sometimes I question, “Am I doing enough for the 
parents and children I work with? Am I doing as much 
as what was done for me?” Still, I recognize that I am 
new to much of this, being on the other side of the 
situation. Coming so far does not mean I have made 
it; it means there is still a long way to go. For now, 
the most important thing I can be is a support for the 
families who need someone strong to lean on. The 
best gift I can give is my time and my openness to 
communicate, my willingness to provide whatever is 
needed to give families a future. 

Even though I am staying busy in Texas with three 
daughters, a husband, and a new career, I still find time 
to visit Chicago every once and a while. Whenever 
I visit, I always enjoy meeting up with the Family 
Specialists that were so important to my daughters and 
me. You could call it a second-family reunion.
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Thinking back on where I’ve been 
and where I’m going, I credit what I 
learned from the Head Start program 
years ago as a teenage mother. The 
family specialists who served me 
showed me what was possible. 
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Talk
Let’s 

By
Elizabeth

De La RosaCalming Influence

By
Patricia
Heredia Mindful Parenting

Mrs. Cardenas and her daughter

Texas Families: Together and Safe (TFTS) is a program operated by BCFS Health and Human Services 
that helps families with children ages 3-17 years old in Texas. In TFTS, parents can learn about the 

importance of stress management and improved communication. Families are also provided connections 
to community resources. 

The following testimonials from different sides of the classroom dynamic – teacher and student – offer 
a glimpse into one of the ways BCFS Health and Human Services cultivates our communities by investing 

time and instruction to the families who live there alongside us. 

I have always been a yeller. The more upset I became, 
the louder I yelled. With three growing boys, I was 
beginning to realize that this was not working, and I 
needed to change the way I was approaching situations. 
I felt like I was losing my oldest son to technology and 
that if I took the technology away, I was being too hard 
on him. I also felt that if I forced him to spend time with 
me or do things with the family, he would just resent me. 
I was at a loss. The TFTS Parenting Wisely class helped 

me see that yelling was only making me more and 
more angry. It was not solving the situation at all. I was 
creating a monster!

I began to practice what the program was teaching 
and just speak to my children more and hold them more 
accountable for their actions. I valued what they said 
and took that into account before making rash decisions. 
I began speaking more with my husband as well. We 
started to agree on things before we spoke to the kids.
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Talk
Let’s 

By
Elizabeth

De La RosaCalming Influence

By
Patricia
Heredia Mindful Parenting

Mrs. Cardenas and her daughter

The greatest thing about this is how it changed my 
relationship with my oldest son (13 years old). I began 
to speak with him and ask for his input as well. My 
expectations are the same, but now we discuss them. I 
let him help make decisions that I can live with. Some, 
I may not agree with completely, but after hearing his 
side, I can be okay with them. We’ve had many ups and 
downs and struggles to get where we are today. I did 
think many times that he was doing it on purpose just 
to irritate me, but I stayed firm and kept my composure. 
That was very hard to do! He truly tested me beyond 
what I would have ever thought.

After much struggle, I now feel like we have become 
closer than ever. In a world of technology, I found myself 
calling or texting him to get his attention, he now asks 
me to spend time with him! He hugs and kisses me 

more (not in public, of course). He comes down from 
upstairs and wants to watch movies with me. He now 
understands when he has consequences and follows 
through with them with little resistance. The best part is 
that I am not yelling nearly as much as I used to. When 
I do yell (because old habits are very hard to break), I 
catch myself and keep my composure. The children now 
let me know that I am yelling and remind me that we 
agreed we would speak to each other and not yell.

We are a much happier family now. I am no longer 
worried about my blood pressure. In all reality, I felt like 
I was losing my son. Now, I no longer carry such a fear. 
I don’t know what tomorrow brings, but I feel we are 
better able to discuss things together and come up with 
the most suitable way to handle the situation…together.

Thank you for giving me such great tools.

My name is Patricia Heredia, Parent Education 
Facilitator with TFTS parenting program. I taught 
TFTS at El Dorado Elementary School in San 
Antonio, Texas, where I met Mrs. Cardenas. 

Mrs. Cardenas had perfect attendance at the TFTS 
Parenting Wisely Young Child class. During the first 
few weeks of class, she was skeptical because she 
thought it was going to be like all the other classes she 
had attended where they would lecture her and tell her 
all the things she was doing wrong. Mrs. Cardenas 
did not believe the parenting skills mentioned in the 
parenting book would work. 

Halfway through the course, she mentioned that she 
had practiced the active listening technique and the “I” 
statement that we discuss in class. Throughout class, 
she mentioned that the self-reflection exercise during 
each class has helped her understand why she made 
the choices she did. She said that TFTS helped her 
finally understand that her choices have consequences 
for her and her children. 

“I did not give my kids the chance nor the time to 
express their feelings, listen, and be mindful,” Mrs. 
Cardenas says. “I did not put them first when I was 

supposed to, and now I have hope and pray other 
people can realize how important it is to be present.”  

At graduation, Mrs. Cardenas was so grateful 
when talking and expressing her thoughts about her 
experience in class, the activities provided, and the 
home practice. She maintains that TFTS helped her 
understand parenting much better. 

“Maybe my story and struggles can help somebody 
else bond, and 
be mindful of 
placing their 
children first,” 
she says. 
“Because of my 
participation in 
class, I have been 
able to keep a 
close relationship 
with my children. 
I will continue 
practicing the 
parenting skills.”
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It’s common, when called upon to pray, to respond by saying, “Let’s bow our heads and close our eyes,” but 
in one particular instance, the deacon I had asked to pray inadvertently said, “Let’s bow our eyes and 

close our heads.” He doesn’t remember saying the reversed phrase, and neither did anyone else, but I have 
always remembered it as a commentary on how we approach the greatest privilege of our lives. Our minds 
are so often closed to the power and effectiveness of talking directly to God. Fortunately it is not that way 

throughout the BCFS System. We believe in prayer.

It is a privilege for me to serve as the Director of Pastoral Care for the BCFS System, where one of my tasks is 
to invoke and encourage prayer. It is not always the first option that comes to mind in a crisis, admittedly 

even for myself. 

Once I was leading a medical mission in the Central African Republic when we depleted our inventory of 
acetaminophen and ibuprofen. Our physicians were fiercely writing prescriptions, trying to keep up with 

seemingly unending lines of sick and hurting people. 

When one of the pharmacy volunteers told me, “No more Tylenol,” I could not believe it and was frustrated 
that we now had fewer options to treat the hundreds of patients waiting to see an American doctor. 

Then, a young team member who was a college student at the time (she has since become a physician) said 
to me, “We can pray for them.” I thought, “Of course! Why didn’t I think of that?” because, after all, this was 

our mission. 

We immediately started another line for prayer. Friends, let’s not forget the importance of prayer! I am 
honored to come alongside each of you in this regard to pray with and encourage you, both in your 

professional capacities at BCFS System locations and programs, and in personal or family situations, as well. 

Here is a wonderful verse about prayer with a promise from the Lord: “And whatsoever ye shall ask in my 
name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son” John 14:13 (King James Version). 

THE POWER OF

B y  D e a r i n g  G a r n e r

Dearing Garner is the Director of Pastoral Care for the BCFS System, providing spiritual guidance and 
prayer for staff throughout the agency. He can be reached at dgarner@BCFS.net.
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PARTNERSHIP
PROGRESSin 

Holding Hands, Changing Lives
By Ian Anand Forber Pratt
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In 2016, CERI started training the Sarah’s 
Covenant Homes (SCH) team on alternative care for 
children and family strengthening (ways to safely keep 
children in their own families). While the topics seem 
simple and straightforward to someone living in the 
Western world, in India, children with disabilities are 
stigmatized, shunned, and hidden from the rest of their 
society. Children with a disability or terminal illness 
are often placed in orphanages, forgotten about, and 
left without support or hope in life. Grim but true.    

When SCH started their activity in India 10 years 
ago with the statement, “Children deserve families,” 
they were faced with a stark reality and a tough 
question: What to do if the families don’t want them? 
What to do if communities in India do not accept 
them? 

The stigma and shame associated with children 
who have disabilities was the biggest stumbling stone 
SCH faced in implementing their vision. When CERI 
started a partnership with SCH, we helped them look 
at families in a different light. We re-conceptualized 
the reason behind the lack of acceptance of these 
children by their families and communities. Maybe 
it wasn’t that they did not want their children, but 

that they were simply overwhelmed and incapable or 
unable to care for them. Do we remove the child from 
the family, or remove the problems from the family? 
We chose the latter.  

CERI trained SCH with a logical framework, 
designed to look at a family’s five fundamental needs 
– living conditions, family and social relationships, 
education, physical and mental health, and household 
economy – and support those areas through case 
management, preparing the family to care for their 
children with disabilities. SCH became one of the 
first organizations in India to reintegrate children with 
disabilities into their biological families. 

Our investment in the SCH team grew. In early 
2018, we conducted an ample case review of the 80 
children housed in SCH’s four small-group homes, 
evaluating their connectedness with their family, 
and helping them identify the cases that qualified for 
family reunification. Roughly 20% of SCH’s residents 
scored high in the possibility for immediate family 
reunification, while 5% scored medium in their family 
reintegration potential. However, 75% of SCH cases 
needed long-term family intervention before they 
could be reunited with their family.

Caring for more than 130 disabled or terminally ill children, Sarah’s Covenant Homes in Hyderabad, 
India, has spent the past 10 years offering shelter to children no one else was willing to take. Two 

years ago, when Children’s Emergency Relief International (CERI) learned about their work, we were 
immediately inspired by their vision: to transition to a family-based care model and find families for 

each and every child in their care.
Today, we are proudly assisting Sarah’s Covenant Homes in the process of deinstitutionalization 

(releasing the residents from the institution to find care in the community) and family reunification, 
work that most would say is impossible in today’s India. What follows is the context to our partnership, 

and a story that best explains why this work is so important.    

Reintegration Potential
Total Children Not Eligible Low Med High

Home 1 15 4 8 1 2
Home 2 24 3 15 1 5
Home 3 24 3 12 2 7
Home 4 17 0 15 0 2

Total 80 (100%) 10 (12.5%) 50 (62.5%) 4 (5%) 16 (20%)
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Soumya’s Story
Here is a perfect illustration for how family reintegration 

worked for little Soumya, a six-year-old girl born blind with very 
little light perception. 

Soumya’s mother died when she was only four, leaving her 
father depressed and in despair, feeling incapable of caring for 
Soumya and Anusha, her seven-year-old sister. Soumya’s father 
transported goods for a living and was often gone from home all 
day. He felt that the children would not be properly supervised if 
he were to keep them, so he sent Anusha to the village to live with 
her grandmother, and placed Soumya into an orphanage. 

The conditions Soumya faced at the government-run orphanage 
were indescribable, but luckily SCH found Soumya and took her 
into their care. When Soumya arrived at SCH from the orphanage, 
she was very weak. Although she was four years old at the time, 
she was so malnourished that she was not yet able to walk. At 
SCH, Soumya began progressing in many ways. She quickly 
gained weight and strength, and began walking. She learned 
English and is now bilingual, speaking English and Telugu. 
Soumya is learning to read braille, sounding out small words, and 
mastering many pre-literacy skills for her age.  

CERI worked with SCH’s social workers and Soumya’s father to draft a clear family reunification 
plan. The father was eager to learn more about the next steps in family reunification and accepted the 
responsibility to do his part. As he is getting ready to remarry, CERI and SCH have been providing 
counseling for him and his new wife, helping them create the best home environment for Soumya 
and Anusha to live in. The father is also looking forward to building a sustainable local transportation 
business and enrolling both children in a school where Soumya’s needs will be fully met. The team at 
Sarah’s Covenant Homes commented:  

“We have been trying for 1 ½ years to 
reintegrate Soumya with her father. He loves 

her and after all our attempts, we had lost 
hope. With the tools that CERI has offered,  
we know we can get Soumya back home in a 

safe, supportive, and loving way.”  
– SCH Main Social Worker

Pictured are SCH case managers, Soumya’s father, and Ian Anand 
Forber Pratt (CERI Global Director of Advocacy)



58 

A Story of Redemption
Family reunification works for parents just as well as it works for children. The story of one couple 

who abandoned their two children (days old and two years old) at the hospital to run toward the train 
tracks and commit suicide moved us to tears. Luckily, the couple was unable to fulfill their plan, and 
today we are able to share their story. 

On that fateful day, the couple (who suffer from HIV 
and tuberculosis) felt hopeless. While they loved their 
two children, they felt unable to give them the life they 
deserved. It was a tragedy, as they didn’t see a reason to 
live without their children, but felt that their children’s lives 
would be much better if their parents were no more. 

After a failed suicide attempt and several months in 
a hospital, the couple began to recover physically and 
mentally. The father gained employment and the mother 
gained hope. Thanks to SCH, who cared for their children 
and had the capability to reintegrate the children with their 
family, this couple is now actively working toward family 
reunification. Both mother and father are ready to fulfill 
their new plan and bring their children home.

  

The mother commented, “We finally have hope. We are both orphans, but thanks to our case 
managers, we know we are not alone.” 

Pictured are SCH’s two case managers and the couple 
going through counseling

CERI’s partnership with SCH has been rewarding beyond measure, as it has allowed us to witness how two 
families and four children have been reunited in a wonderful way. This is just the beginning. Our goal is to 
continue expanding SCH’s capacity for case management and community-based services so that more children 
will be able to find their forever homes and be raised in families. CERI also aims to educate and train more 
residential institutions to do the same thing – grasp the importance of family, commit to deinstitutionalization, 
and build partnerships that will keep families and children together for generations to come.
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by Bailey Stewart

At 17 years old, Meydi Pineda is not only gearing up for college, but also juggling – and excelling at – 
being a mother, wife, caregiver, and role model for other youth growing up in foster care. 

But it hasn’t been easy.

Meydi is the oldest of four children. Her mom, a single mother, worked full time, and often tasked 
Meydi with taking care of her three younger siblings. When one of the younger kids got sick or needed 
someone to watch over them, it was Meydi who had to stay home from school to take care of them.
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What is “PAL?”

BCFS Health and Human Services provides the State of Texas’ Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) program, which 
ensures older youth in foster or kinship care are prepared for life on their own after “aging out” of state care. At any 

given time, there are about 3,500 youth 16 years of age and older in substitute care throughout Texas.

 Preparing youth for adulthood is much more than how to balance a checkbook and sign a lease (though those 
lessons are included, too). PAL encourages and empowers youth, in turn building their self-esteem and their ability 

to make responsible decisions. PAL helps youth be prepared to face the challenges of adulthood and independence.

 Child Protective Services became involved in Meydi’s life when she 
was twelve years old as a result of physical and emotional abuse taking 
place in the home. Her younger siblings, now ages eleven, six, and two, 
have remained in the care of Meydi’s mother.

 For three years, Meydi spent time in and out of various foster homes 
and juvenile centers. At fifteen, she became pregnant... and gained a new 
perspective on life. 

“I decided I wanted to be the parent I never had, for my daughter.” 
 But how? Meydi enrolled in the Texas Preparation for Adult Living (PAL) 

program provided by BCFS Health and Human Services-San Antonio after being 
referred by the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services (DFPS). “Taking [the classes] really helped 
me gain confidence in myself, and reminded me that I could – and was – thriving after foster care. In the program 
[I learned] to manage my finances, plus how to maintain good credit and keep up with my bills.”

Meydi also enrolled in an academic credit recovery program to make up for the schooling she missed. At the 
age of sixteen with an infant at home, she graduated high school. She began working to provide for her family, and 
then got married. The new family’s plan is for her husband to be the primary earner while Meydi takes care of their 
two daughters and prepares to start college. 

As one of Meydi’s PAL Training Facilitators, I got to work with Meydi for thirty hours over several days of 
fast-paced life skills training. PAL Training classes bring youth in foster care together to learn and work as a group. 
Meydi made an impression on me immediately with how quickly she learned and used her knowledge to take on 
a leadership role within the group. She took the initiative to schedule her classes with me and ensure that she had 
transportation to each of them, all while taking care of her family. I see a bright future ahead for her because she 
sets goals for herself and doesn’t let anything get in the way of her ambition. She has become resilient through 
life’s challenges with an impressive grace, and her positivity and maturity at 17 years old sets an example for other 
youth in the program. 

In college, Meydi plans on majoring in criminal justice. She credits BCFS-San Antonio’s PAL program with 
preparing her for this next phase of her life. “Ms. Bailey and Mr. Christopher really made the class informative and 
easy to understand, while providing a fun, comfortable environment,” she says, “which helped me take in the most 
out of the classes. I plan on putting everything I learned to good use.”

“It’s wonderful to see a young person be so proactive and take control of their own future,” says BCFS-San 
Antonio PAL Training Facilitator Christopher Hansen. “Meydi is only seventeen, but she has worked hard to create an 
environment in which support and love is constant. We are eager and excited to be a part of her continued success.”
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A natural destination for exploration, adventure, or 
relaxation. The log cabin resort is the ideal setting for:
. Church camps
. Retreats

Activities nearby include:
. Hiking
. Skiing
. Horseback riding

Affordable, all-inclusive packages 
available!

Call (719) 395-6228 or visit 
SilverCliffRanch.com to see how
Silver Cliff Ranch can serve you. 

. Team-building

. Special events

. Whitewater rafting

. Mountain biking

. Swimming
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By Leonard Favela

There was a sense of excitement at Breckenridge 
Village of Tyler (BVT) as residents and day-program 
participants prepared for A Night to Shine, an 
international formal affair presented by the Tim Tebow 
Foundation. In 2018, the foundation brought its formal 
event to Tyler’s Grace Community Church, who 
blessed BVT with an invitation to don evening gowns 
and tuxedos for a special dinner and dance.

A room in the BVT chapel was transformed into a 
salon, where, from their stylists’ chairs, BVT residents 
Deborah and Tammy spotted the camera and were 
quick to raise an eyebrow and flash a smile. With her 
hair done just right, Tammy offered a head-to-toe 
pose for the full effect of the evening’s ensemble and 
featured accoutrements. 

In an adjacent building on the BVT campus, 
freshly groomed and shaven gentlemen lounged in 
formal wear. When word came, they rose from their 
seats, buttoned and straightened their boutonnieres 
and jackets, and strode confidently to greet their 
companions for the evening. 

Guests were ushered into two elegant stretch 
limousines and driven to a red carpet welcoming the 
affair’s most esteemed guests. Bulbs flashed as each 
guest sauntered down the crimson path, pausing in the 
splashes of light, clutching their decorative wraps and 
coats – formal defense for an East Texas February chill.

Inside, the church was decorated with the glitz and 
glamour of a gala. Balloons floated above tables where 
friendly and attentive volunteers welcomed the party’s 
new arrivals. Ahead of the sign-in table, a colorful 
array of food and drink was set to energize attendees 
for dancing, karaoke singing, and a special message 
from the event’s lead advocate, Tim Tebow. 

In the main ballroom, the music fell, and the 
announcer asked for everyone’s attention. As Tebow’s 
projected image appeared, the crowd erupted in 
jubilant applause. His message: that God sees each one 
of us as a king or a queen. As the message concluded, 
volunteers produced gleaming crowns and sparkling 
tiaras for the partygoers, generating the broad smiles 
that reflect the presence of the King of Kings in the 
hearts of all Christ’s children. 

The Tim Tebow Foundation is committed to celebrating people with special needs. 
A Night to Shine is an unforgettable prom night experience, centered on God’s love, for people with special needs 

ages 14 and older. On February 9, 2018, 537 churches from around the world came together to host A Night to Shine 
for approximately 90,000 honored guests through the support of 175,000 volunteers!

A Night to Shine is a night for churches, volunteers, and honored guests to reflect God’s light. 
The event was hosted by churches across the nation and in 16 countries. The impact is felt all around the world. 
“It’s my favorite night of the year because I believe it is how the God of this universe sees every single one of us, 

and that is as a king or a queen.” – Tim Tebow 

Celebrating
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By Leonard Favela

Celebrating



togetherwe care

1506 Bexar Crossing
San Antonio, TX 78232


