
  PLEASE READ Text Revisions!
FALL 2012

Down 
SyndromeSyndrome
Bloom Author’s
Personal Story

Finding Hope & 
Success Through 
the Struggle 

2 Triumphant 
Accounts of 
Living with 
Cerebral Palsy

Amigos for Kids’ 
Jorge Plasencia

A New  Era

Service & Therapy Dogs 
Provide Hope and Love

Life-Changing  Surgery
Giving Kids with Cerebral Palsy a 

Walking Chance

PHOTO BY KELLE HAMPTON



Available in all Toys“R”Us and Babies“R”Us stores nationwide and online at Toysrus.com/DifferentlyAbled.





6 View through my Window 
One woman’s story on her struggles 
and triumphs on living with Cerebral 
Palsy.

8 Handicap This
Mike Berkson shares his views 
on life with Cerebral Palsy and 
how he’s raising awareness.

10 Down Syndrome 
What is Down Syndrome and 

what can you do to help your child with DS?

12 Bloom Author 
Kelle Hamton
Mom of daughter with 
Down Syndrome shares 
her  experience, which 
was turned into a best-
selling book.

14 Peace, Love, World
Children’s fashion and comfortable styles for moms; this 

dynasty covers it all.

16 Back to School: A 
Learning Experience for the 
Whole Family
Tips to ease your child into the 
school routine, especially when it’s 
their fi rst time.

17 Choosing the School
What to look for in a school for a child with unique needs.

19 Jorge Plasencia
The force behind Amigos for Kids steps down and shares 
Amigos’ story.

20 Surgery for Cerebral Palsy
Selective Dorsal Rhizotomy can help children with CP walk.

22 Ask A Therapist
The importance of early intervention.

24 Service & Therapy Dogs

Pets can be more than 
entertainment for children with 
unique needs or those staying 
in the hospital. Dogs can be 
therapy for children.

26 Events
Unique Me Launch party, 
Learning Experience 
Fashion show and 
Amigos for Kids ING 
Domino Night

28 BUDGET - 
The other B word
How to talk about and 
come up with a plan 
for the dreaded word- 
budgets.

2    UNIQUEMEMAGAZINE.COM

By Author’sNameLastContents
ISSUE 2 VOLUME I -  FALL 2012

ContentsContentsContentsContentsContents
Features

Departments 4 Editor’s Message
5 Publishers’ Message

30 Book Reviews
32 What’s Happening 



UNIQUEMEMAGAZINE.COM   3

Unique Me 
 Magazine

2933 S.W. 3rd Ave.
Miami, Florida 33129
t: 786-871-5587
Email: info@uniquememagazine.com
www.uniquememagazine.com

Publisher/ C.O.O.: Michelle Coffey-Garcia 
Publisher/C.E.O:  Dr. Claudia Uribe-Orrett
Editor: Michelle Marie Arean
Creative Director: Jonathan Hernandez-Rumbo

Contributors: Mike Berkson, Jennifer Burch, Cristina   
          Cartaya, Michelle Fischer, 
          Dr. Leah Jayanetti, Cristina Olaechea
Marketing & Circulation: CircSense Marketing &   
                              Publishing Solutions
Photographers:  Edgar Estrada, Kelle Hampton, 
                Angela Raymat Photography
Production: Jonsof Corp.
Website Design: Pierson Media

 Facebook: 
 facebook.com/watchusblossom

 Follow us on Twitter: 
 @uniquememag

Production & Pre-Press:  Calibrare Inc.
P.O. Box 668757  Pompano Beach, Florida 33066
www.calibrare.com 

© Unique Me 2012. Unique Me Magazine is published 
by Unique Me Magazine, Inc. Single copy price $3.95 in 
the U.S. only. Unique Me uses due care and diligence in 
the production of the magazine but is not responsible or 
liable for any mistakes, misprints or typographical error. 
The views expressed by contributors both professional 
and amateur are not necessarily those of the publishers. 
Unique Me accepts no liability for any loss which may be 
suffered by any person who relied either wholly or in part 
upon any description, photograph or statement contained 
herein. No responsibility can be accepted for inaccuracies, 
howsoever caused. No liability can be accepted for 
illustrations, photographs, artwork or advertising materials 
while in transmission or with the publisher or their agents. 
Unique Me will however investigate any written complaints. 
All rights reserved, reproduction in whole or in part without 
written permission from the publishers is strictly prohibited.

Email: info@uniquememagazine.com

Manny Garcia 
Ph: 305.412.7600

WEBSITE: www.jbsnursery.com
EMAIL: jbsnursery@gmail.com

DELIVERY AVAILABLE THROUGHOUT FLORIDA

Does your yard need 
an instant hedge?

We specialize 
in top quality 

landscape material 
in 7, 15 and 25 gallons.

 Facebook: 
 facebook.com/watchusblossom

 Follow us on Twitter: 
 @uniquememag



4    UNIQUEMEMAGAZINE.COM

I have been so overwhelmed with the response our inaugural issue of Unique 

Me received. I am so grateful to our community for all the support they’ve 

shown with just the fi rst issue. Even the media attention has been more than 

we could have imagined. I’m even more honored by all the families who have 

willingly opened up to me, thanked us, and offered to share their story.

I’ve learned so much while putting this second issue together. I’ve learned 

how individuals with a disability fi nd inner strength, family support and a way to 

make their own dreams come true. So many of us fi nd diffi culties in our daily 

life - we complain and we whine. Yet, these individuals are faced with diffi culties 

that some of us can’t even imagine, and they prevail. I’ve had the opportunity to 

interview a successful author and share her family’s story. How one family goes 

beyond a disability and fi nds the normalcy in every day life, is inspiring. I’ve also 

found inspiration in our four-legged, furry best friends, who inspire and bring 

smiles to those who are facing challenges. They are there to help them thrive, to 

help them believe and to help them overcome. I promise you will never look at 

your family pet the same way again when you read about how they can change 

a young kid’s life. Even while working on our fashion piece, I was inspired on 

how a simple thought and dream has become not only a local phenomenon, 

From The Editor

Letter
By Michelle Arean

From The Editor

but a dynasty, almost over night. I hope these 

stories also inspire you and give you the push 

you may need to keep fi ghting.

I hope that you continue to fi nd information 

and inspiration in our pages. We will continue 

to thrive to guide you and talk about the issues 

missing from other publications. I look forward 

to continuing this journey and sharing your 

stories, your lives and your diffi culties, in hopes 

of helping another family fi nd an easier way 

through the turmoil.  

Uniquely Yours, 

 Michelle Arean

Our PRIDE  Academy 
A School for Individuals with Developmental Disabilities 

Call the school office: 

Cristina Cartaya, M.A. 

Principal 

(305) 271-2678 

Come for a tour! 

Visit us on Facebook: 

Facebook.com/ourprideacademy 

www.ourprideacademy.org 

Full day academic program K-Adult 
 

Community Based Instruction 
 

Job Coaching 
 

Classroom with ABA-based curriculum 
 

Visual and Performing Arts Program 
 

Culinary Program 
 

Special Olympics Athletics 
 

Before and after school care  
 

Proud participant of the Florida School 
Choice McKay Program 

 
501 (c)(3) Non-profit Status 

Open Enrollment Begins 
 

Monday, March 5, 2012 
 

Where: 11025 SW 84th  Street, Cottage 8, Miami, FL 33173 
 

We invite you to visit our school and see for yourself the  

miracles that are happening every day! 
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The last three months have 

gone by in a fl ash. What 

has transpired has been confi rmation 

that publishing this magazine was the 

right decision. You have welcomed and 

embraced this publication and we are 

grateful for that. We are so honored 

to be providing parents with a place to 

fi nd what they need to reenergize their 

passion and conquer the unique issue 

their child is facing. 

Although many of our children 

share the same diagnosis, each of our 

situations is different. The diagnosis is 

just a name, which allows the doctors, 

therapists, teachers, and families a 

starting point. It doesn’t describe what 

each child and their families face. Many 

will try to understand our lives. However, 

until you live it every day you will not 

be able to understand the emotional 

and fi nancial toll it can take on you, and 

many times on your marriage. Within the 

pages of this magazine we will continue 

to strive to touch on the issues that so 

many are scared to talk about.

Selfi shly, this publication is just one 

of the ways that we are able to channel 

those negative feelings (which every 

once in awhile come into our thoughts), 

into something positive. Once again it is 

being revealed to us that our daughters’ 

lives have more purpose than most  

able-bodied people we know.  

This publication is about raising 

awareness in the community and letting 

unique families know they are not alone.  

We have truly appreciated all of the 

emails and phone calls. Thank you for 

sharing your stories and trusting us with 

your personal thoughts. We will continue 

to do all we can to help guide each of 

you. We mean it when we say we will 

do whatever we can to help you on your 

journey. 

Always,

Claudia and Michelle

From The Publishers
Letter
By Michelle Coffey-Garcia & Claudia Uribe-Orrett Michelle 

Coffey-Garcia 
Claudia 
Uribe-Orrett
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Through My Eyes: 
Living with Cerebral Palsy

“Dream Big,”  was something that 

seemed to be my 

motto as a little girl and going into my pre-teen years.  My 

family and friends never treated me like my disability was 

a big mountain that would prevent me from going for and 

reaching the goals I wanted.  Off my mind went into dreams 

of training dolphins, being a teacher, or an actress living in 

places around the world, having kids and a husband.  “I will 

have these things,” I thought, 

“whatever challenges I face, 

they will fade away and 

everything will be fi ne!“

It’s almost as if I went 

to bed one night with 

optimism on my side 

and then the next day, 

it seemed my life came 

crashing down around 

me. I was a train wreck 

of emotions. I didn’t know 

the person I saw staring 

back at me in the mirror.  I 

hated who I was seeing. The things I thought I knew about 

myself: my values, my likes and dislikes, all my goals and 

roads to reach those goals were cloudy and distant; fi lled 

with mountain-like boulders that I was in no way prepared 

to tackle. Gone were the days of being a teen when I 

looked forward to getting out of bed and on with the day. 

I merciliously beat myself up over something everyday, 

and everything I did, I questioned. Would a guy love me 

someday? Would I make a good wife? If someone asked 

him who I was as a person what would he say? What 

kind of a mother would I be? If my mother was asked by 

someone about the kind of person I was, what would she 

be able to say? Was I considered a good friend? These 

questions and more fi lled my head and slowly broke and 

eventually shattered my spirit.

Each negative thought that spun inside my mind just 

made me more upset and angry that I was disabled in 

the first place. Why do I have to go through this? Why 

didn’t anybody tell me that it would be this painful to 

grow up? Why didn’t I realize that I needed to take 

steps to be more independent? I was riddled with guilt 

and despair every second of the day.

At one of my darkest 

moments laying awake in 

bed, I desperately tried to 

think of ways to pull myself 

out of this emotional  

tailspin. That’s when 

my dream of becoming 

a journalist started to 

form as one of the many 

things that would heal 

and restore me from the 

inside out. The ability to 

push my problems aside 

and allow myself to learn 

from other’s stories and give them a voice for their 

pain and struggles.  A healing for them and a healing 

for me. You become a snapshot in time, a memory in 

that person’s life as a journalist, for as long as you 

tell their story. All the while, remembering that it’s not 

about the glamour of the job, but its about showcasing 

the power of the human spirit to be resilient. Anderson 

Cooper, my favorite journalist, said it best: “Be honest 

about what you see, get out of the way and let the 

story reveal itself.”

The most beautiful gift: The power of someone’s 

story being voiced, and through that, showing them that 

they are a valuable, beautiful person; and through their 

story, realizing that I can think the same of myself.     

Written by: Michelle Fischer
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Hello I’m Mike Berkson 
and I have Cerebral 

Palsy. I was born 2 minutes after 
my twin brother, David, who is able-
bodied. The doctors told my parents 
not to expect a lot out of me. They 
said I wouldn’t be able to talk or lead 
a normal life. That was back in 1989. 
Since you are reading this, allow 
me to point out the fact that I can 
talk, and I started talking when I was 
three. Some would describe me as a 
motivational speaker and a performer, 
but we will get to that later. 

Let’s start with the challenges, only 
because that is what people see fi rst 
when they encounter me. Often times 
when people see me, they see my 
wheels, how I get from place to place. 
They don’t necessarily see me. Yes, 
I use a wheelchair. I do have a lot of 
issues and need a lot of help. I have 
mixed quadriplegia, which basically 

means that I have no control over my 
physical movement from the chest 
down; I need help with almost every 
aspect of my daily life. Whether that is 
getting dressed, eating, going to the 
bathroom, or typing on a computer 
(which is the case right now). I need a 
lot of help. I would say the toughest part 
for me is all the little things that come 
up during the day. I have come to terms 
with the fact that I will spend the rest 
of my life in a wheelchair and I am fi ne 
with that. It is just all the little things that 
the chair represents that can get to me. 
Almost on a daily basis, I am confronted 
with my body’s non-cooperation, 
whether that be tightness or some sort 
of other physical issue. Every day is an 
adventure. But, that is good; it keeps 
me on my toes, so to speak. 

How do I deal with life’s challenges? 
Well, I do it in a couple of big ways. 
First, I have a very strong support 

system, my dad, my mom, my brother 
David, and my aide Tim Wambach, to 
name a few. They are willing and able 
to help me in anyway I need. Having 
a group of understanding and willing 
people is a very strong fi rst step in 
helping me deal with my myriad of 
issues. Second, I know what I am good 
at and I know what I am capable of. 
So, I always try to concentrate on the 
aspects I do have control over, mainly 
my mind and my attitude. 

It has been my dream to write and 
direct movies. That is what I wanted to do 
since I was a little kid. I am not letting my 
physical limitations stop me from reaching 
my goal. I believe that is very important 
because it’s easy to want to do something 
and not do it because it’s diffi cult or 
takes too much work. Often times, going 
through the diffi culties can make the 
outcome so much more rewarding. 

My advice for parents with children 

No One Can 
Handicap This:
My Life with Cerebral Palsy

Written By: Mike Berkson
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with cerebral palsy at any age (or any 
special need for that matter), is just 
have open lines of communication. 
For my experience, sometimes what 
gets lost in having a handicapped child 
is the individualness of the person. 
Parents, please be willing to try new 
things and collaborate with your kids. It 
really can be that easy. 

Now, on to the tease. My aide Tim 
Wambach and I have been working 
together since 2001. We have had many 
adventures and life-changing experiences. 
In August 2005, Tim took my brother and 
me to Disney World in Orlando, Florida. 
My brother and I fl ew back to Chicago 
and Tim ran back to raise awareness 
for individuals living with cerebral palsy, 
and to show people what is possible; Tim 
was not a runner before he did this. Tim 
also wrote a book about our relationship 
titled, “How We Roll.” Tim’s run lead us 
to be asked to share our story at many 
speaking engagements. 

After one of our talks we both had the 
idea that we could take our story and bring 
it to the stage in a theatrical experience, 
and that is exactly what we did. Starting 
in 2008, we enlisted the help of our 
friend, Molly Mulcrone, to help us craft 
a stage show. Our goal with the show 

is to highlight the challenges and more 
importantly, the triumphs of living with 
a handicap in an entertaining way. We 
also inspire others to go after their own 
goals and dreams despite any handicap 
or obstacle. Handicap This! premiered 
in January of 2010 to rave reviews and 
standing ovations. Our universal message 
is, “Judgment Not Allowed” and we want 
to spread this message to as many people 
as possible. Some may say we are well 
on our way. As of July 2012 over 10,000 
people have experienced our show. Our 
largest crowd was at the University of 
Illinois, where we performed for over 1,200 
students and faculty. Talk about a rush! I 
can’t describe what it was like performing 
in front of such a large audience. 

I wonder what that doctor is saying 
now? You know the one who told my 
parents I wouldn’t be able to talk. 

We are constantly getting requests from 
all over the country. We have received 
inquiries from Anchorage, Alaska, Los 
Angeles, California, and Miami, Florida, 
just to name a few. Our message 
resonates with all audiences and Tim and 
I couldn’t be more proud of the impact 
we are making in communities where we 
perform. 

Please check out our website at: 
HandicapThis.com and get in touch with 
us. It has been my pleasure to share my 
story. Hopefully we will be coming to a 
town near you.     

Caption Caption Caption Caption 
Caption Caption Caption Caption 
Caption Caption Caption Caption 
Caption Caption Caption Caption
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Down Syndrome comes in 
many forms. Regardless of 
the type of Down Syndrome 

(DS) someone may have, all people 
with Down Syndrome have an extra 
portion of the chromosome 21 present 
in some or all of their cells. This 
additional chromosome alters the 
course of development and causes 
the characteristics associated with DS. 
An extra chromosome, makes things 
take a little longer to accomplish, but 
not impossible.

An error in cell division called 
nondisjunction is the most common. 
Nondisjunction occurs when an embryo 
has three copies of chromosome 
21 instead of the usual two. Before 
or at conception, a pair of the 21st 
chromosome doesn’t separate in either 
the sperm or the egg. As the embryo 
develops, the extra chromosome is 
replicated in every cell of the body. 
According to the National Down 
Syndrome Society, this type of DS, 
called Trisomy 21, makes up 95 percent 
of all DS cases. 

Mosaicism is another type, which 
occurs when the nondisjunction of 
chromosome 21 takes place in only 
one of the initial cell divisions after 
fertilization. There is then a mixture 
of two types of cells, some containing 
the usual 46 chromosomes and 
others containing 47. Those cells with 
47 chromosomes contain an extra 
chromosome 21. Mosaicism makes up 
about one percent of all DS cases. 

“Research has indicated that 
individuals with Mosaic Down 
Syndrome may have fewer 
characteristics of Down Syndrome 
than those with other types of Down 
syndrome,” said Julie Cevallos, Vice 
President of Marketing for the National 
Down Syndrome Society (NDSS).  

Translocation, the third type of 

DS, is when part of chromosome 21 
breaks off during cell division and 
attaches to another chromosome, 
most likely chromosome 14. While the 
total number of chromosomes in the 
cells remain at 46, the presence of an 
extra part of chromosome 21 causes 
DS characteristics. Translocation is 
responsible for about four percent of all 
DS cases.  

There is nothing a parent can do 
before conception or during pregnancy 
to prevent DS. However, cases of 
newborns with DS increases with the 
age of the mother. According to NDSS 
one in every 691 babies in the United 

States is born with Down syndrome.  
DS can be detected by two 

different tests, which are done before 
the baby is born. Prenatal screenings 
estimate the chance of the fetus 
having Down Syndrome. 

“These tests do not tell you for 
sure, they only provide a probability,” 
said Cevallos.

Diagnostic tests, however, can 
provide a defi nitive diagnosis with 
almost 100 percent accuracy. The 
diagnostic procedures available 
for prenatal diagnosis of DS are 
chorionic villus sampling (CVS) and 
amniocentesis. However, these 
procedures have about a one 
percent risk of causing a miscarriage. 
The amniocentesis test is usually 
performed in the second trimester 
between 15 and 22 weeks of 
gestation; CVS is conducted in the 
fi rst trimester between nine and 14 
weeks. Amniocentesis and CVS are 
also able to determine which of the 
three types of DS the baby may have. 

However, most cases are diagnosed 
after the baby is born because many 
expecting parents choose not to have 
these prenatal tests done. Doctors 
will usually suspect Down syndrome 
if certain physical characteristics are 
present, such as: low muscle tone, small 
stature, an upward slant to the eyes, or 
a single deep crease across the center 
of the palm. Children with DS may be 
more prone to have Autism and certain 
behavioral issues. Yet, each person 

Written by: Michelle Arean

“People with Down 
syndrome have no 
set number or type 
of abilities,” said 

Julie Cevallos, VP 
of Marketing for 
National Down 

Syndrome Society

It’s Not as Limiting as People May Think

What is 
Down Syndrome?
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with DS is unique and may have these 
characteristics to different degrees or 
may not have some at all. 

According to the NDSS, the 21st 
chromosome is responsible for an 
increased risk for medical conditions 
that can arise in people with DS such 
as: cognitive heart defects, respiratory 
and hearing problems, Alzheimer’s 
disease, childhood leukemia and 
thyroid conditions.

Life expectancy has increased for 
people with DS in recent decades, from 
25-years old in 1983 to about 60-years 
old today. This is due to medical 
advances in recent years making it 
possible for doctors to treat medical 
conditions that occur more frequently 
in people with DS, such as corrective 
heart surgery. Another contributor to 
longer life expectancy is the person’s 
quality of life, such as providing early 
intervention, therapy and including them 
in school, giving them an opportunity to 
live full lives.

Parents of children with DS can 
help them become full-functioning, 
independent adults by providing 
them with quality educational 
programs, a stimulating home 
environment, good health care, and 
positive support from family and 
friends. People with DS should be 
treated like any other child.

“You will be surprised at what 
they can do, it might be on their own 
timetable or with some support,” said 
Cevallos. “People with Down syndrome 
have no set number or type of abilities, 
just like any other person.”

All people with DS have mild to 
moderate cognitive delays, but it doesn’t 
determine the many strengths and 
talents of each individual. Beginning 
early intervention therapies soon after 
birth, can help children sit, walk, run, 
jump, throw, talk and draw earlier than 
they would otherwise. 

“Physical, occupational and speech 
therapy can help the child develop skills 
they need by combatting low muscle 
tone and helping to coordinate these 

skills,” said Cevallos.
Cevallos, who is also the mother 

of a three-year old little girl with Down 
Syndrome, understands the importance 
of a supportive environment.

“It is particularly rewarding when your 
child reaches any milestone that took 
a little more time or effort,” she said. 
“There is extra cause for celebration. 
When my daughter, Nina, jumped on 
the last day of preschool this year we 
were all just thrilled and so was she. 
Teachers and fellow students were all 
clapping and so happy for her,” she 
added. “It helps to take one day at a 
time and not think too far ahead or 
worry for the future, this is something 
my daughter has helped me do in 
general and I’m much happier for it.” 

Cevallos also understands the need 
of a support group for information and 
guidance.

“It’s also a real pleasure to make new 
friends in other families who have kids 
with Down Syndrome, you can really 
develop strong relationships and lean 
on one another,” she said.

DS requires parents to do a lot of 
research to keep up and stay informed 
on the latest medical guidelines, 
available therapies, early intervention, 
and inclusion in regular classes 
at school. Every child with Down 
Syndrome is unique and will each 
have their own set of needs as they 
grow up depending on their schooling, 
hobbies, jobs, transportation needs 
and financial planning for the future. 
People with DS attend school, work, 
and contribute to society in many 
ways. They are capable of having a 
job and being employed. They hold 
jobs across all industries from working 
in a school, to Capital Hill, to working 
in a restaurant or having their own 
business. 

“The most important thing is not to 
have preconceived notions and box 
oneself into one path,” said Cevallos. 
“Like anyone else, a person with Down 
syndrome should follow their interests 

and skills.”    



No parent wants to see their 
child hurt. No parent wants to 
see their just born child with 

a disability. Every parent wants their 
child to be perfectly healthy. Yet, the 
unexpected happens. Life throws you a 
curve-ball. You can be devastated, but 
just for a little bit, because life - it goes 
on, whether you’re on board or not.

Kelle Hampton is the mother of two 
little girls, fi ve-year old Lainey and two 
and a half-year old Nella. She is also 
the author of Bloom, a book based on 
her experience. When Nella was born, 
Hampton immediately noticed something 
was different, her nose seemed 
squished, and she was concerned. 

“My world collapsed as I held my 
new daughter, moments that should’ve 
been sealed with joys and tears and 
elated happy birthdays. I was numb. I 
was grieving the loss of the  child I had 
expected while the child I welcomed 
looked into my eyes and begged me to 
love her. That was my defi ning moment,” 
said Hampton in the Bloom trailer.

She asked everyone around if 
something was wrong, but everyone 
just said Nella was perfect. Her fear was 
confi rmed when Nella’s pediatrician said 
what Hampton suspected, Nella had 
signs of Down Syndrome. 

“I was in shock. I cried later that night. 
I remember telling everyone in the 
room I knew she had Down Syndrome 
the minute she was born but when it 
was confi rmed I just sat there. I cried 
different waves; angry waves came in 
my mind. I cried for seven hours straight 
the night she was born. Grieving the 

baby I expected, which shows I didn’t 
know anything about Down Syndrome,” 
said Hampton. 

She shared the information with 
her father and close friends who were 
waiting in the hall. 

“I just blurted it out and said, ‘I need 
you guys to tell people,’ because I didn’t 
want to do it,” she added.

Friends and family were supportive. 
Flowers and balloons were sent; they 
barged in the door to be the next to hold 
her. They acted as they would for any 
new baby.

“Every single one of our friends and 
family never forgot that a baby was to 
be celebrated,” said Hampton.

“The unexpected in our life was really 
an opportunity,” she said.

Kelle and Brett, her husband, decided 
to take things one day at a time from the 
start. She took the role of researching 
and scheduling doctors appointments, 
while Brett was supportive, never 
allowing the diagnosis take stage.

“Whenever anyone had a moment of 
weakness, it was naturally orchestrated 
that we never had one at the same 
time,” added Hampton.

After turning a tough situation into a 
positive and going through the grieving 
process, Hampton understands how 
diffi cult it can be for parents.

“When you feel that, ‘oh my God is 
this really happening’ feeling, let it come. 
Have your moment of crying,” she said. 
“The biggest thing for me was to focus 
on the present. What do you have right 
now. I have my two kids who are playing 
on the fl oor, I have a cup of coffee in my 

hand, we live in Florida, all these little 
pleasures that will never go away,” said 
Hampton.

Then when the tough days come, 
accept them and lean on those 
around you.

“I ask for help. When I’m feeling sad 
I’ll break down to a girl friend. Get it out 
and listen to people build me back up,” 
she said.

Her toughest times have mostly 
been the emotional roadblocks and 
understanding that life has been 
different than what she expected. 

“My most recent hardship, to have 
her want things in life and say, ‘baby you 
can’t have that, you have limitations’,” 
she said.

However, there have been rewarding 
moments.

“I never would have expected how 
much I would grow and how much I 
would love this child and what she has 
brought to our family; the joy has been 
the most rewarding experience,” said 
Hampton. “The compassion that has 
come from the community; hearing from 
moms who have gone through this, that 
the book has helped them or that reading 
the birth post saved them. It’s incredible.”

Hampton, who also has two 
stepsons, describes her family like any 
typical family with four kids.

“The boys are very doting, if we can’t 
fi nd the girls they’re probably playing 
video games with the boys,” she said .

At fi rst, Hampton admits to grieving 
for the sister relationship she thought 
Lainey would never have. The two girls 
have grown to have a beautiful sister 
relationship. 

“It’s exactly how I dreamed - 
constantly giggling,” said Hampton. 

Hampton doesn’t see a difference in 
raising a child with special needs and a 
typically developing one. The difference 
she sees is Nella getting therapy and 
having people come to the house every 
week to work with her. The therapists 
have involved Lainey in the process. 
Hampton says that during therapy there 
are usually three of them on the fl oor - 
the therapist, Lainey and Nella.
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Down Syndrome Gives 
Family a Chance to Bloom

Written by: Michelle Arean
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Down Syndrome Gives 
A Mother’s Story:



How Do You Top Being The ONLY Hospital In Florida Nationally Ranked 
In All 10 Pediatric Subspecialties By U.S.News & World Report?

You Do It Again.

Like us on
facebook
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on twitter

For a physician referral to a pediatric specialist, please call 888-MCH-DOCS (888-624-3627).  3100 SW 62nd Avenue, Miami, FL 33155   305-666-6511

Miami Children’s Hospital is the only hospital in Florida with programs listed in all 10 subspecialty categories nationally ranked by
U.S.News & World Report in its 2012-13 “Best Children’s Hospitals” rankings.

Miami Children’s Hospital is proud to remain the only hospital in Florida with programs listed in all 10 subspecialty
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Miami Children’s Hospital, our dedication, knowledge and expertise, right here in your own backyard. www.mch.com
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“I look for opportunities where they can 
do something together. I tell Lainey that a 
lot of what Nella knows is because she’s 
her teacher. I’ll give her flashcards, which 
give me the opportunity to teach her,” said 
Hampton. “It’s made me as a parent more 
aware of the opportunities to teach our 
children to be compassionate.” 

Lainey has been taught about Down 
Syndrome, but it hasn’t been made a 
focus. It was better explained when the 
family participated in the Buddy Walk. 
Hampton used this opportunity to explain 
to Lainey why everyone was running to 
Nella and what it meant. She also recalled 
a day when at dinner they saw a child who 
appeared to have Autism. When they got 
home she explained what was happening 
and why the boy was making different 
sounds. She explained that that’s what 
made him unique, just like a little girl with 
a hearing aide or someone in a wheelchair.

“I explained that some kids won’t walk 
and talk like her,” said Hampton.

Finding help while navigating the 

new diagnosis came easy for Hampton. 
She reached out to the organizations 
provided while she was at the hospital 
and the next day they were being set-
up for evaluations. The Early Steps 
program has helped her along the way. 

Nella currently receives physical and 
occupational therapy once a week and 
infant and toddler development every 
two weeks. They work on cognitive play 
activities, and some speech therapy. 
Hampton describes Nella as a spitfire; 
she’s running, she’s mobile, she rides the 
scooter, climbs on everything, and she’s 
speaking very well.

She also suggests finding people in the 

community with Down Syndrome. Other 
families who have been through it can 
provide you with knowledge and support.

She is giving this support back through 
her writing. When Lainey was seven-
months old, Hampton started a blog as a 
hobby. It gave her an outlet to combine 
her writing and photography and provided 
communication with family in the Midwest. 
After Nella’s birth, Hampton shared her 
experience and it quickly went viral.

Hampton’s experience has been turned 
into a book, Bloom, which is currently a 
best-seller. 

“I wrote it first for me. Writing has 
always been therapy. It has been the 
most cathartic experience of my life. I 
wrote it for my children. I wrote it for other 
people who might go through this,” said 
Hampton. “A huge part of why I wrote it 
was for people who don’t go through this. 
I want them to relate to what it would be 
like. I want them to feel the emotion of 
love and expectations we have for our 
children.”    
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After being in the aviation business with her 
husband, Alina Villasante turned what was 

once a hobby into an overnight success. It would 
seem to anyone that Peace, Love, World (PLW) has 
become an empire of it’s own. 

It began one Christmas when Villasante made 
50,000 shirts. After the sale of her aviation business 
she didn’t have time to focus on the t-shirts and 
handed them over to her children, who in two-weeks 
sold $85,000 worth of shirts from home. It was pretty 
evident that this hobby was a brilliant idea.

“I wasn’t really conscious of what I was 
doing,” said Villasante. “I always drew that 
logo since I was little.”

After her friend gave her a card that 
described Villasante as, “I am love,” she knew 
that’s what was missing from her line. 

“I kind of knew that everyone in the world is 
always looking for something whether it’s peace 
in your life, love, to be happy or strength,” she 
said. “I noticed there’s a big missing link in the 
world of fashion. I have that eye as a stylist and I 
have a heart for the affi rmation and together it was 
something very powerful,” said Villasante.

PHOTOS BY PEACE, LOVE, WORLD

Peace, Love, World
Infuses Fashion and Meaning 

through their Dynasty

Written by: Michelle Arean 

seem to anyone that Peace, Love, World (PLW) has 

Though she wasn’t a professional stylist before opening PLW, 
Villasante was often found styling herself and her friends for fun. 
Now, after just three and a half years since opening, she styles 
more than just her friends. She can now add names such as: 
Britney Spears, Halle Berry, Jennifer Garner, Jennifer Lopez, the 
Kardashians, Paula Abdul, William Levy and the cast of Beverly 
Hills Nanny, Dancing with the Stars, So You Think You Can 
Dance and even the Marlins, while they fi lmed The Franchise, all 
to her list.

Celebrities aren’t the only ones found wearing her designs, with 
stores popping up all around including fi ve locations in Miami, as well 
as Aspen and Hong Kong. PLW has also opened showrooms in Los 
Angeles, New York and London.

Her bohemian chic infl uence comes from her love of European 
fashion. Villasante loves the fl owy and laid back styles. This easy to 
wear style is great for busy moms running around town. 



“It’s all about walking the red carpet, 
being on a fl ight, going to the gym or the 
movies, and being very bohemian chic and 
comfortable,” said Villasante. “Feeling like 
you are in pajamas but good enough to go 
into a magazine.”

Fabrics such as french terry, 
modeles, and fl eece make these 
designs not only comfortable but easy 
to wear. The new Love 2 Live workout 
line, which is yoga inspired, will be 
launching by end of the year.

Children aren’t left behind  with her cool 
looks. This season her children’s lines 

are fi lled with graphics, bright colors, a 
little vintage and some distressed looks. 
Each line is carefully designed, as are the 
messages that  go with every garment.

“Every symbol is always tied to the 
soul, it can never be connected to 
the ego,” said Villasante. “Everybody 
wants to be connected to something 
better, something good and our 
clothes really represents that.”

Villasante added that everyone 
should try to live their life in the right 
path, sending the right message.

She also attributes her quick success 
to her family and friends support. She 
believes that with passion, consistency 
and a great product connected to the 

soul you can’t go wrong.
“I think we’re a really powerful 

city. I see how the brand just went 
crazy,” said Villasante. “We’re all so 
connected to each other.”

PLW has spread some peace and love 
to the world through funds raised with 
their I am Special Autism shirt, which 
was inspired by her nephew who has 
Autism. Villasante also contributes to 
Susan G. Komen for the Cure after her 
best friend’s sister lost her battle with 
breast cancer. She also collaborates with 
Saks for Multiple Sclerosis. Villasante 

has also supported children in Haiti 
through Partners in Help.

“There are so many causes to get 
involved with, but I have to stay true to 
what’s touching me,” said Villasante. 
“You need to keep it tight because then 
you can help everybody a little, but you 
can’t help anybody a lot.”     

Peace, Love, World ‘s Fall collection is fi lled with laid back styles 
comfortable enough for the mom on the go. Children’s styles are 
fi lled with bright colors and  cool graphics.



lunches, plan breakfast, gas in the car, uniform laid out) 
in order to help the morning run more smoothly. Try to be 
dressed, fed, and ready to go before your child is up in the 
morning. If you’re rushed and overly stressed, chances are 
that they’ll begin their day feeling just the same.
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Entering preschool for the fi rst time is an 
exciting milestone which can 

create some anxiety for parents and children alike. It’s a 
big change for the entire family. Some children adapt easily 
and transition as if they have been in school their entire life. 
Others need a little more attention. Ultimately, you won’t 
know how your child will react until they are placed in this 
new situation, but there are some things you can try to help 
ease the transition.

Before the big day
Take your child shopping to select a backpack and 

lunchbox. Add children’s books that talk about starting 
school to your home library. You can even make a social 
story tailored for your own child that contains pictures of their 
school, daily routine, and what they can expect once there.

Arrange a visit to the school before the fi rst day so your 
child can meet the teachers, see the classroom, and enjoy 
the playground. This would be a good time to discuss food 
allergies, sleep habits, likes, and dislikes with their teacher.

Plan a play date with a child who will be in your child’s 
class the week before school starts so that they see a 
familiar face on the fi rst day.

Start creating bedtime routines in advance. After two 
months of summer fun, routines can become a bit blurred. 
Ease back into these a week or two before school begins.  

Include a picture of your family inside the lunchbox or 
cubby. This helps keep a little piece of home close by. 
Place a special note in their lunchbox - a great way to 
sneak in a little reminder of who will be picking them up, 
after what activity, and something fun you might do together 
after school. Remember that the concept of time is very 
abstract for a young child. “Mommy will pick you up after 
nap time” will be more meaningful to them than, “Mommy 
will pick you up at 2 o’clock.”  

Be mindful of the lunches you pack. Try to pick things 
that your child likes and eats readily, especially for the fi rst 
week or two. Involving the child in this process also helps.

Prepare as much as you can the night before (start 

Transitioning 
into Preschool: 
A Learning 
Experience for 
the Whole Family

Written by: Cristina M. Olaechea

CONTINUE ON PAGE 18
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How to find a school for your special needs child? This 
can be a stressful and challenging task. Which 

one is right - public, private, mainstream, or self-contained? It’s 
not a question of right or wrong regarding which type of school is 
better, it’s a question of which is better for your child. The only way 
to know that is to visit the schools. Even after a short visit, you’ll 
have a much better sense of the school’s strengths, challenges, 
approaches toward teaching and learning and how that will impact 
your child.

Choosing the right special education placement for your child 
can be very confusing.  Many parents believe that their child 
belongs in a mainstream classroom or a resource room, while 
others believe a self-contained school is better.  

In a mainstream classroom, the child will be in a regular 
education setting with students their age.There is a regular teacher, 
and at times a special education teacher, who can adjust the 
curriculum to the student’s abilities. This placement has the benefit 
of exposing the student to high achieving peers, but may not be 
able to provide the intensive help the student may need.

In a resource room a student will be removed from their 
classroom for intensive help in a particular subjects. Usually, a 
special education teacher works with a small group of students, 
using techniques that are more effective with the special needs 
population. This placement lacks the structure and routine of a self-
contained classroom.

Students in a self-contained classroom work with certified 
special education teachers, have an Individual Education Plan 
(IEP), and attend school with other special needs students. This 
setting provides more structure and accommodations. It also 
allows teachers the ability to work with a variety of methods and 
techniques. Students also tend to develop stronger bonds and 
friendships in this setting.  

In 2004, Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) was 
reauthorized by Congress for all public schools, prompting a series 
of changes in the way special education services are implemented. 
These changes continue today and affect the delivery of special 
education and related services nationally. IDEA secures special 
education services for children with disabilities from the time they 
are born until they graduate from high school.

If parents find that their public school is not meeting the needs 
of their child, the Florida School Choice McKay scholarship is 
an option. The McKay Scholarship Program allows parents 
of students with disabilities to choose the best academic 
environment for their children. This program provides eligible 
students the opportunity to attend a participating private school 
or transfer to another public school. Eligible students include 

students who have been issued an Individualized Education 
Plan (IEP) or a 504 Accommodation Plan, which is effective for 
more than 6 months. Students must also have been enrolled and 
reported for funding by a Florida school district the year prior to 
applying for a scholarship. In order to see a list of participating 
McKay schools visit: floridaschoolchoice.org and go to the 
parental information link.

With so many choices there is still a basic criteria which all 
parents should consider when selecting a school. 

Schools must:
• Have high quality leadership at all levels.
• Have teachers who are knowledgeable, professional and 

well-prepared.
• Recognize the diversity and needs of its student body and 

develop curriculums that meet those needs.
• Have active parent involvement.
• Be safe.
• Have commitment, love, and dedication of its teachers and 

administrators.
• Use technology to support teaching and learning.
• Provide extracurricular opportunities (sports, competitions, 

social activities).
• Incorporate the arts into its curriculum.
• Display student work and student art.
• Have happy students.
Ultimately, the most effective school is the one where students 

are the most important. That requires a total commitment from all 
the essential participants in the educational process: teachers, 
administrators, parents, and the students themselves.

The following are agencies which can provide assistance in 
navigating the complexities of this special world.

Parent to Parent – ptopmiami.org – A community parent 
resource for families of children and adults with all disabilities.

Florida Diagnostic and Learning Resources System 
(FDLRS) - 305-274-3501- Operates through Miami-Dade 
County Public Schools Division of Special Education and is a 
support system for educators, parents, and professionals who 
work with students with disabilities.

UM-NSU-Center for Autism and Related Disabilities (CARD)- 
umcard.org – A comprehensive outreach and support program 
serving people with autism and related disabilities, their families, 
and the professionals who work with them.   

CCDH (formerly the Community Committee for 
Developmental Handicaps)-  ccdh.org –  CCDH advocates, 
coordinates and provides support and services for people with 
disabilities and their families.   

Choosing a School for 
your Unique Child? 
Here are a Few Tips 
on What to Look For Written by: Cristina Cartaya



Once the big day has arrived
The hand-off from parent to teacher may pose 

the biggest challenge. Quick departures often 
work best. Avoid sneaking out. Acknowledge 
your child’s feelings while offering simple 
reassurances, such as, “You can do it,” or 
“Daddy is coming back after nap time.”  

Try distracting them with something they like in the 
classroom, which allows you to leave them engaged 
in an activity they enjoy. My daughter’s teacher 
would have her favorite puzzle laid out on the table 
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and her beloved fi re truck song playing as we dropped her off each morning.
Goodbye rituals, such as a kiss on the hand or a secret sign, also help 

create predictable routines. These rituals help your child trust that you will 
return at the end of the day. We used “I love you rituals” by Dr. Becky Bailey 
with our daughter and she still loves them three years later.

Be mindful that these transitions are sometimes harder on the parent than 
the child. It’s important to recognize your own emotions while remembering 
that feelings are contagious.  As you tell your child that they are safe, you 
have to believe they are. Help teachers feel comfortable with being honest 
and forthcoming about your child’s progress. Keep lines of communication 
open and expect little bumps along the way. In the words of Barbara 
Johnson, “change is a process, not an event.”  It takes time. 

As hard as these transitions can be for some families and as much as 
you may second guess your decision along the way, there is no doubt 
that preschool helps develop a child’s independence, assertiveness, 
social skills, problem solving abilities, language acquisition, and motor 
development. Your child’s growth will be a testament to the value of their 
preschool experience. In the meantime, take a nice deep breath and 
believe that they can do it!    

Cristina M. Olaechea, Ed.S. is a
Licensed School Psychologist.
You can reach her at:
ourlittlelearner@gmail.com.

Transitioning 
into Preschool 
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Jorge Plasencia has been the force behind Amigos for 
Kids for the past 21 years. Amigos for Kids’ mission is 
to prevent child abuse and neglect by valuing children, 

strengthening families and educating communities. After being 
one of four founders and serving as Chair for the past 15 
years, this Fall he will be stepping down as Chairman of the 
Board. Plasencia will be passing the reigns to Pedro Capo, 
C.O.O. of El Dorado Furniture, who has been on the board for 
the past 18 years.

“I see Amigos as a child that has gone off to college and 
is an adult now. I really feel it’s time to let Amigos fl y on it’s 
own. This Fall I’ll be Chairman Emeritus of the organization,” 
said Plasencia. “I felt I needed to extract myself from the day 
to day so it becomes like some of the great organizations 
in the country; it comes to a point where the founder takes 
a back seat,” said Plasencia. “I feel after 21 years it’s come 
time for that.”

As Chairman Emeritus, Plasencia will still be involved 
but wants to give Capo the space he needs to lead the 
organization. 

“Even if your child turns 18 you’re still there for your child. 
You give them rope but you’re still there and they know you’re 
a phone call way. I’m sure Amigos will feel the same way,” 
said Plasencia.

His passion for helping children goes back to his sixth 
grade year at St. Patrick’s Catholic School, when he was 
President of the Service Club and volunteered at Children’s 
Home Society. 

“I remember thinking that there were these kids who were 
my age that didn’t have parents, whose parents would hit or 
abuse them. I didn’t know what abuse was at the time, but I 
knew it was not the way I was brought up,” said Plasencia. 
“My mom said to me one day, ‘When you grow up you can do 
something about it if you care so much about these kids’.”

Amigos Help Children’s Home Society was started under 

Children’s Home Society as a way to focus 
on the Hispanic community in Miami. After 
Hurricane Andrew hit in 1992, it branched 
away from Children’s Home Society to help 
the community with its needs. As a result, 
Amigos Together for Kids launched. The 
fi rst two years were focused on hurricane 
relief efforts for children’s shelters and later 
evolved into what it is now.

Amigos for Kids is known for their toy drive during the 
holidays. This toy drive is different because the children are 
asked what their holiday wishes are. Funds raised help give 
children at least two of their toy wishes. 

“Now we can say that we give thousands of children exactly 
what they want,” said Plasencia.

Amigos is recognized for it’s popular events such as the 
ING Domino Night event and Celebration of Friendship, 
a luncheon and fashion show held during Child Abuse 
Prevention month. Amigos also coordinates a Back to School 
drive, which provides kids with backpacks fi lled with school 
supplies. Funds raised through these events help Amigos 
continue its community programs.

Amigos for Kids helps the community through programs to 
help children in need. Amigos runs an after school program 
at Jose Marti Park, for underprivileged children, most who are 
not abused.

Amigos also hosts parenting classes alongside the Children’s 
Trust. Classes are geared for families who come from other 
countries. They teach parents about the American system, 
how to get involved in education and what types of things are 
considered abuse that in other countries may not be. 

Amigos became the spearhead behind the NO Excuse 
for Child Abuse campaign in April. They are the offi cial 
partner with the school system and provide programming in 
English, Spanish and Creole about keeping children safe. 
The programs teach parents and children about child abuse, 
what they need to report and what other kids need to report if 
another child tells them something about abuse. Abuse comes 
in many forms: emotional, physical, psychological, sexual, 
verbal and neglect.

“If through all those efforts and everything we’ve done 
at Amigos, we’ve saved one life, we’ve succeeded,” said 

Plasencia.    

Written by: Name

Feature
Special Jorge Plasencia and 

Amigos for Kids’ New Era
Making Sure There’s NO Excuse 

for Child Abuse
Written by: Michelle Arean
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Cerebral Palsy (CP) is a 
term used for a group of 
nonprogressive disorders of 

movement and posture caused by 
abnormal development or damage to 
the motor control centers in the brain, 
caused before, during or after birth.
For children with CP who can walk 
with assistance, Selective Dorsal 
Rhizotomy (SDR), can help them 
walk on their own.

Usually children with some form 
of CP don’t meet motor milestones 
within the fi rst two years. CP affects 
one out of 500 children, according to 
the University of St. Louis Children’s 
Hospital. CP is diffi cult to diagnose 
and most children aren’t diagnosed 
until the age of two.

Some children with CP have 
spasticity, which is the increased tone 
or tension in a muscle. Spasticity 
affects the muscles and joints of 
the arms and legs, which cause 
abnormal movements. It also causes 
shortening of the muscles and 

tendons, deformities, and akward 
movements. Though, CP isn’t a 
progressive disease, the spasticity 
and shortening of the muscles and 
tendons can worsen over time. 
Spastic CP can affect like parts on 
both sides of the body like both arms 
or both legs (diplegia), one side of 
the body (hemiplegia), or all four 
limbs (quadriplegia). Selective Dorsal 
Rhizotomy eliminates the spasticity in 
that group of patients. 

For children with spasticity, 
Selective Dorsal Rhizotomy 
(SDR) is a way to help them 
gain movement. SDR, which was 
fi rst developed in the 80s, is a 
procedure which is done by cutting 
some of the sensory nerve fi bers 
that come from the muscles and into 
the spinal cord. Each of the dorsal 
roots are divided into three to fi ve 
rootlets and are each electronically 
stimulated. This allows for the 
neurosurgeon to examine the 
electromyographic responses from 

the muscles. The rootlets causing 
the spasticity are then cut, reducing 
the messages from the muscle 
to the spinal cord, which results 
in a better balance of activity of 
the nerve cells in the spinal cord, 
according the the University of St. 
Louis Center for Cerebral Palsy.

“SDR is the only surgery that can 
eliminate the spasticity permanently. 
By reducing it, it can improve the 
quality of life of children but also 
their families,” said Dr. T.S. Park, 
Neurosurgeon-in-Chief at St. 
Louis Children’s Hospital. “This is 
complimentary to other treatments. 
We recommend Rhizotomy before 
any other orthopedic surgery is done 
because orthopedic surgeries can be 
either unnecessary or less invasive 
after spasticity is reduced,” said Park.

Some children who show signs 
of mobility or who can crawl or 
walk with an aide, like a walker, 
can be good candidates for this 
surgery. Though, not everyone 

Written by: Michelle Arean

Selective Dorsal Rhizotomy Helps Them Gain Movement 
Written by: Michelle Arean

Giving Children with Cerebral 
Palsy A Walking Chance
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with spasticity is a candidate.The 
optimal age for this surgery is between 
two to six-years old, after that age 
many children will have orthopedic 

deformities, however the oldest person 
who has had the procedure is 40-years 
old. Deformities are a major issue for 
children with spasticity because the 
muscles have limited stretching and 
daily use.

The SDR procedure takes about 
two and a half hours for kids; 
teenagers and adults take about 
three and a half hours. The recovery 
process doesn’t take too long, “kids 
can start walking about a week after 
surgery,” said Park. “Three weeks 
after SDR for complete recovery.”

After surgery, patients will undergo 
rehabilitations, which will engage 
and reintroduce activities. Physical 
therapy along with other vigorous 
activities will help the recovery 
process; physical therapy alone will 
not help them improve.

This surgery is performed in 48 
countries and 48 other states in the 
U.S., however people from all over 
the world go to St. Louis Children’s 
Hospital because their operation is 
much less invasive.

“We have done more than anyone 
else in the world. Most physicians 
come from few 100 cases or so in 
their lifetime. We know a lot about 
this, we have a great team. We 
offer a combination of SDR and 
orthopedic surgery,” said Park. “We 
have a team that are real experts 
in this particular area. There’s no 
place in the world they get these 
kinds of services. Last year we 
did over 200 surgeries; about 49 
percent of them were from abroad,” 
he added.

The primary gains of the surgery are 
that it reduces or prevents the tight 
tendons in the legs, deformities can 
be helped, and for children who would 
need orthopedic surgery, after SDR 
the orthopedic surgery would be less 
invasive. SDR can also improve sitting, 
standing, and balance control. Other 
than the ease of walking, secondary 
benefi ts to having the SDR surgery 
according to Dr. Park  are: potty training 
is facilitated, arm movements can 
improve, speech and cognitive functions 
can improve, and children can also be 
more relaxed.  

According to Dr. Park, the surgery 
does have some risks, such as: 
paralysis, losing sensation below 
the waist, bowel control, infection, 
meningitis, leaking spinal cord fl uid 
and back problems. However, after 
25 years in practice and over 2,400 
surgeries completed, Dr. Park hasn’t 
seen any paralysis, loss of sensation 
in the legs or bladder control and he’s 
only had three cases of spinal cord 
leaks, which were controlled. 

For more information on selective 
dorsal rhizotomy and cerebral palsy you 
can contact the University of St. Louis 
Children’s Hospital Center for Cerebral 
Palsy Spasticity at stlouischildrens.org. 
If you think your child can benefi t from 
this procedure, discuss it’s benefi ts 
and risks with your child’s primary care 

physician and therapists.   

 Dr. T.S. Park, Neurosurgeon-in-Chief 
at St. Louis Children’s Hospital.
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As a parent, it is hard not to compare your 

child’s development to that of other 

children or even to siblings. Many parents have 

concerns that their child is not sitting, walking or 

talking at the same time as other children. Although 

most times these concerns stem simply from the 

natural internal desire that we all have as parents for 

our children to achieve all of their goals, there are 

times that your parental instinct is picking up a valid 

issue that needs to be investigated.  

The first step in alleviating or validating a 

concern, after discussing the issue with your child’s 

pediatrician, is to have an evaluation or screening 

performed by a pediatric therapist to determine 

whether or not there is an issue that needs further 

treatment, support or intervention. Many times parent 

education and a thorough home program will allow 

the child to make progress. However, there are times 

when direct therapy is needed and the earlier the 

intervention is provided the better the outcome.

Early intervention is simply initiating services such 

as: therapy, parent education, and family support 

to a child or family in need at the first signs of 

concern. Early intervention has been shown to have 

a significant impact on the development of children 

with general delays such as speech, language or 

motor skills, or who have cerebral palsy, Down 

syndrome and Autism Spectrum Disorder. The earlier 

a child receives treatment for even a small issue 

the less likely there will be secondary problems that 

can have lasting effects. Early intervention can also 

decrease the amount of time spent in therapy to treat 

a particular problem.

Early identification is the key to the success of 

early intervention. Issues that may seem small 

now, can have a large impact on a child’s future 

development and should not be overlooked. While 

many feel that most children will grow out of it, 

Written by: Leah M. G. Jayanetti  and Jennifer Burch
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The Importance of 
Early Intervention

Ask A 
Therapist:
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having an evaluation will help determine whether this issue is one that a 

child could overcome on their own or if they will need some help. Pediatric 

therapists perform the evaluation and are trained to identify and determine 

whether therapy is necessary. 

In Florida and throughout the country there are programs designed to assist 

families in accessing early intervention services including local hospitals, 

pediatric clinics and government-funded programs. Early Steps is a commonly 

used government-funded access point to early intervention services in the 

state of Florida. Parents can contact the program directly if they have a 

concern at cms-kids.com or be referred by the child’s pediatrician or therapist.   

Remember, you are the expert when it comes to your child. You need to be 

persistent when you have a concern. There is no harm in just checking it out 

by having an evaluation or screening done. The earlier the better!    

Leah M. G. Jayanetti PT/DPT and Jennifer Burch MPT, C/NDT are pediatric physical 

therapists. Questions are welcomed and may be selected for future issues.

Opposite Page and Above: Therapists Jennifer Burch and Anne 
Marie Farinas-Auvinen help a young boy with head control.
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For many dogs are a part of the family. They are 
part of daily joys. They comfort you when you’re 

sad or alone and provide love and laughs to the household. 
For some they are a lifeline, a protector, an aide or even a 
calming force promising you will get stronger.

For children at hospitals, therapy dogs provide comfort 
and affection. 

“Independent medical studies show that pets can 
improve the recuperation and recovery process for people 
with serious medical conditions,” said Shara Waas, 
a volunteer with Therapy Dogs, Inc. who visits Miami 
Children’s Hospital (MCH) every week with her dog, Ace, 
the fourth dog she has volunteered with. “Patients who visit 
with animals have lower anxiety and stress levels because 
animals are proven to have an immediate calming effect, 
bringing down both the blood pressure and heart rate of 
patients of all ages,” she added.

As Waas and Ace walked around visiting children, many 
who had recently had major brain or head surgery, each of the 
children’s faces lit up once they saw Ace at their bedside.

Brandon Ways, four-years old held his own stuffed 
animal dog, with bandages in the same places as his 
own, when Ace approached. For a few minutes, he forgot 
about the pain, the doctors and that he was stuck in a 
hospital room. He told us about his pet at home, Dakota; 
he also told us about the boo-boos, Doggie, his stuffed 
dog had. For those few minutes he was a four-year old 
boy playing with a dog.

“It melts my heart to watch as my dog helps these kids 
momentarily forget their pain and suffering as they pet and play 

with their new furry friend,” said Waas.
Every child, no matter the age, was happy to see 

Ace walk in. Despite the bandages on her head and the 
discomfort she seemed to have when we fi rst arrived,   
eight-year old Lisani Cruz’s attitude completely changed 
once she saw Ace. At fi rst she didn’t really want to be 
bothered, you could tell she was uncomfortable, but she 
quickly stepped out of the bed and got on the fl oor with Ace. 

“It’s the best day ever,” said Cruz, as she added, “I 
love you, Ace.”

Waas left behind a wallet-sized photo of Ace with each child so 
they could remember their new friend.

“I love the time I spend with my dogs at home, but I do believe 
that all dogs love to have a job and I am happy to put mine to 
work making people happy.”

A service or assistance dog is trained to aide with 
a disability. The American with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
defi nes a Service Animal as, animals that are individually 
trained to perform tasks for people with disabilities such 

Service and Therapy Dogs 
Help Children 
with Disabilities

More Than 
Just a Pet
Service and Therapy Dogs 

Written by: Michelle Arean
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as guiding the blind, alerting people who are deaf, pulling 
wheelchairs, alerting and protecting a person who is having 
a seizure, or performing other special tasks. Under this act 
businesses and organizations that serve the public must 
allow people with disabilities to bring their service animal 
into all areas of the facility where customers normally go. 
This includes restaurants, hotels, taxis, shuttles, grocery 
and department stores, hospitals and medical offices, 
health clubs, parks, zoos and theaters. Businesses may 
ask if the animal is a service animal and what task it’s 
trained for but can not require special ID cards for the 
animal or ask about the person’s disability. 

PAWS Assistance Dogs, is a non-profit organization in Florida, 
whose mission is to improve the quality of life and enhance 
independence for individuals with neurological, developmental or 
physical disabilities by partnering them with a trained assistance 

dog. PAWS places dogs for individuals who don’t qualify for a 
service or assistance dog under ADA. 

“Our dogs are so talented and loving and provide incredible 
loyal service to those families who are lucky enough to have a 
PAWS dog,” said Jeannie Bates of PAWS.

A therapy dog can carry out in-home tasks such as reducing 
the number or intensity of anxiety attacks, assist a child in 
improving gross and fine motor skills, assist with speech 
development and other areas of development. 

“I didn’t realized how much of a comfort the dog would be for 
my son during his stressful times.” said Kathy Lowers, whose five-

year old son, Nate has severe autism.   
The Lowers brought their dog, Falcon, a Golden 

Retriever, to their home when Nate was three-years old. 
Nate would often have tantrums that would at times last 
for hours when he’d get upset. 

“Soon after we got Falcon, we noticed a drop in the number 
of my son’s melt downs and their duration,” said Lowers. “He will 
faithfully stay by Nate even in the midst of a melt down and even 
lick him realizing Nate is in distress.”  

Therapy dogs can be placed with a family before the dog 
is a year old, after rigorous obedience and temperament 
training. However, they are not trained to help with a specific 
disability and can not be with the child in all public places 
as a service dog can. Service and assistance dogs train 
for about two and a half years before qualifying through 
nationally standardized testing. Families who are in search of 

a service dog should look for organizations that are members 
of Assistance Dogs International (ADI), the governing body 
that sets standards for service, assistance and therapy dogs. 
Families shouldn’t be asked to pay a fee for placement.

Dogs do more than provide entertainment. They can be put 
to work and help a child gain confidence, perform tasks and 
even just better their day. A lick on their face, a wagging tail, or 
someone to help with a wheelchair, dogs can be more than just a 
family pet snuggled up next to you on the couch. 

“I like to say that having Falcon is like having a therapist live in 
my home,” said Lowers.     

Opposite Page Top: Lisani Cruz plays with Ace during his visit. Opposite Page Bottom: Brandon Ways pets 
Ace while he holds his stuffed Doggie with him. 
Left: Holly Patterson, 17-years old greets Ace with a smile and a pat on the head.  Top Right: Aliah Farach, 
14-years old smiles as Ace approaches her bedside. Bottom Right: Callan Griffith, six-years old kisses one of 
the therapy dogs visiting.
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Unique Me magazine 

celebrated their launch party with the 

community at Blossom’s Therapy Center.

“Unique Launch” Unique Me magazine’s Launch Party on June 6th.

PHOTO 1 -Publisher’s Michelle 
Coffey-Garcia and Claudia 
Uribe-Orrett and Editor Michelle 
Arean celebrate their fi rst issue of 
Unique Me.

PHOTO 1
Coffey-Garcia and Claudia 
Uribe-Orrett and Editor Michelle 
Arean celebrate their fi rst issue of 

1

Unique Happenings
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Come Fly with Me to London, held on April 28th 

at the Doubletree Miami Airport Convention Center allowed 

the students of The Learning Experience to show off this  

summer’s hottest styles. The 19th annual Fashion Show 

and Auction was a huge success, as you can see by all the 

smiling faces in the photos.

“Learning Experience”

PHOTO 1 - Sabrina Meador waves to the crowd 

as she makes it down the runway.

PHOTO 2 -James Salter isn’t shy when showing 

off his casual style. 

PHOTO 3 - Alexander Milne gets the crowd going 

in the Formal Wear number. 

PHOTO 4 - Alejandro Osorio and Nicole 

Rodriguez show off their cool styles together.

The Learning Experience School’s 19th Annual 
Fashion Show & Auction

32

4

1

PHOTO 2 - The team of very 
talented individuals that came 
together to create Unique Me 
magazine’s fi rst issue. 

2
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FDLRS - South
Serving both Miami-Dade and Monroe County

The Florida Diagnostic & Learning 
Resources System - South

Operating through the Miami-Dade County 
Public Schools, in conjunction with the Florida 

Department of Education, we are a special 
education support system for parents, 

professionals and others who work with 
children with disabilities, ages birth - 21 years.

Our services are Free and include:
• CHILD FIND: Identifying children with 
   possible disabilities, birth - 21 years
• Parent Workshops
• Technology Lab
• Technology Training
• Material Resource Room

FDLRS-South • Main Offi ce
305.274.3501

5555 SW 93rd Ave. Miami, Fl, 33165 

FDLRS-South • North Satellite 
305.626.3970

FDLRS-South • FL Keys 
305.293.1646

http://fdlrs-south.dadeschools.net

ING Domino Night Presented by 
Bacardi was held the Saturday before Father’s Day 

allowing attendees to enjoy a night of Dominos and live 

music by the Celia Cruz All-Stars while raising funds for 

abused or neglected chldren.

“Amigos for Kids” Held at Jungle Island on June 15th.

2 3

1

PHOTO 1 - Amigos for Kids Chairman Jorge Plasencia and 

volunteers with artwork from past Domino Night events.

PHOTO 2 - Carlos Navarro and his daughter pose for a quick 

photo at Domino Night event.

PHOTO 3 -  Actresses, Ileana Jacket and Sonya Smith stop for a 

photo on the red carpet.
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If you are in the mood to start an 
argument with your signifi cant 

other, start talking about your 
fi nances. Finances are one of the 

main reasons many relationships 
come to an end. However, avoiding 
the conversation can guarantee a 
bigger problem than a temporary 

argument. Most couples wait until the 
problem is out of control to sit down 
and really discuss money.

While working on this article I spoke 

Money Matters:
Budgeting Can 
be an Ugly Word

Written by: Michelle Coffey-Garcia
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with friends and asked what they 
would want to read. They all said the 
same thing, an article that deals with 
the present and is realistic. No one 
wanted to read another article that had 
a guide of how to prepare a budget, 
how to have a conversation with your 
signifi cant other about a budget, or 
how much you should be saving.  

The reality of fi nances is that we 
have to do what is best for our individual 
households. The only constant for all 
families is that as we move along month 
to month, maybe week to week in some 
cases, every once in awhile we run 
into that sudden, unexpected speed 
bump of life. You are faced with an 
unplanned insurance deductible, house 
repair, medical expense, loss of a job or 
business or a child with special needs. 
That is the moment in your life when you 
realize, “Wow, if only I had saved some 
money.” 

A budget and savings are the 
two most important things when 

it comes to fi nances. I really don’t 
like the word budget, so I call it the 
fi nancial blueprint. Alberto Gutierrez, 
42-years old, married father of two and 
Managing Partner at LINQ Financial 
Group in Coral Gables, does the 
opposite of what most families do. 

“I place money into our savings fi rst, 
and then I pay the bills. Whatever is left 
over is for us to enjoy,” said Gutierrez. 

Having some kind of savings for 
the life happens moments is crucial. 
However, the ability to save this way is 
not possible for many.

Don’t get discouraged if you are not 
able to have a set amount to save. You 
can be a creative saver. Every time you 
purchase something, take the small 
change and place it in a jar. If you were 
to put $2 in change away everyday for 
a year, at the end of the year you would 
have $730. My husband and I make a 
point of not using $1 bills to purchase 
anything. At least once a week, we 
take the $1 bills out of our wallets, 

or the bottom of my huge purse, and 
place them in a jar. This money is what 
we use to purchase gifts during the 
Holidays.  

When it comes to a budget you 
can put together a simple list of what 
your monthly bills are or you can get 
detailed and break it down weekly on 
a spreadsheet. Don’t forget to add to 
this list expenses like gas, lunch, dry 
cleaning, manicures, and Starbucks- 
whatever your usual splurges are. 
Also, try to include something towards 
your savings, even if only $10. Then sit 
down for the conversation we all avoid. 
If you can’t agree with each other to 
hear what the other has to say and be 
willing to compromise, then plan it for 
another day. The greatest lesson I’ve 
learned is that communication and 
compromise is what got us through 
some very diffi cult times. You both 
have to agree that your relationship is 
stronger than money and that you are 
an example to your children.    

Our Mission
To return hope and transform lives 

in the community, serving families and 
individuals in crisis by providing the resources, 

tools and referrals these individuals and families need 
to improve their lives and become self suffi cient.

Open Arms 
Community Center

5840 SW 8th ST Suite #3 
West Miami, FL 33144

Ph: 305.263.3259

www.openarmscommunitycenter.orgwww.openarmscommunitycenter.org



30    UNIQUEMEMAGAZINE.COM

My Friend Has Down   
 Syndrome 

Amanda Doering Tourville, former editor 
and author at Capstone Pres, a children’s 
publishing company, has been writing 
children’s books for eight years and has   

published about fi fty children’s books. 
  “When the publisher asked me to write 

the book on Down Syndrome, along with 
books on other conditions like autism and 
dyslexia, I jumped at the chance,” said 
Doering Tourville.

By writing My Friend Has Down 
Syndrome, she hoped to show that 
people’s diversity and personal        
experiences are what makes them 
interesting.

 “We all have something to give to 
others, and we all have something to 
learn from others” said Doering Tou-
rille. “Disabilities and people who have 
them shouldn’t be feared, they should 
befriended,” she added.

My Friend Has Down Syndrome is a 
story of two girls, Sarah, who has Down 
Syndrome and Carmen. The book   
highlights their differences and similari-

ties. It explains to children that although 
kids with Down Syndrome may look 
different, everyone looks different. It also 
mentions how kids with Down Syndrome 
go to the doctor often. However, Carmen 
always cheers Sarah up when she returns 
to school. Kids with Down Syndrome enjoy 
many of the same things every other kid 
enjoys such as plays, movies, dance, and 
have goals for work just the same. It also 
highlights their differences and how it’s 
coped with, such as learning at a slower 
pace. In the book, Sarah gets one-on-one 
time with her teacher and learns the same 
as her friends. For every new aspect men-
tioned in the book, a fact is followed on 
the opposite page backing it up. This book 
isn’t only entertaining, but educational. In 
the back of the book a glossary of terms is 
found as is a short and easy to understand 
explanation on Down Syndrome.

REVIEWS

Book
By Michelle Arean 

GIVE THE GIFT OF INSPIRATION.  
PURCHASE A GIFT SUBSCRIPTION BY VISITING OUR WEBSITE 

w w w . u n i q u e m e m a g a z i n e . c o m 

MEDINA LAW CENTER, P.A. is a full service law firm specializing in 
real estate transactions (purchases/sales/short sales), foreclosure 
defense, loan modifications, first-party property insurance claims, 

probate and guardianship matters.      

Fernando Arencibia
Real Estate Consultant
RE/MAX Unique Realty

Direct (786) 512-3745
fernando@arenciproperties.com

Avery 5371

“A human being is a single being.  Unique and unrepeatable, and 
deserves to be treated Uniquely” I’m proud to support Unique Me!

A School for Children and Adults with 
Developmental Disabilities

Registration is now open for the 2012-2013 
school year! To learn more about our fantastic 

programs, please call (305) 275-5900

or e-mail tle@tleschool.org
5651 S.W. 82 Ave. Rd., Miami, FL 33143



  Taking Cerebral Palsy 
 to School
An author for over 25 years, Mary 

Elizabeth Anderson, has written for over 
100 publications and has published six 
books for children and teens. 

“I’ve thought of myself as a writer 
since I was about nine or ten,” said 

Anderson. “One day years ago, I looked 
down at the stack of library books I car-

ried home and said to myself, ‘Nothing 
in the world would be more exciting for 
me than to see my name on the cover of 
a book!’,” she said.

Taking Cerebral Palsy to School 
was inspired by her friend, who has 
a child with Cerebral Palsy. Though 
this child, Chad Madson, is now an 
adult, he was the inspiration behind 
this book, which was dedicated to him. 
The protagonist, named after Chad, 
also has Chad’s positive demeanor. 

“I wanted all readers to realize that 
even though we have differences we 
are all alike inside,” said Anderson. “I 
like to write helpful books for children 
that will help them through the bumps 
in the road of life,” she added.

The story is told from Chad’s point of 
view. He explains what Cerebral Palsy is 
and the diffi culties he has, such as get-
ting his muscles to work so he can brush 
his hair or hold a cup of milk. Chad 
makes things that kids with Cerebral 
Palsy have to use less scary for other 
kids, such as leg braces, head gears, 

and an elevator ramp on the school 
bus. The explanation for the equipment 
makes it sound almost fun and normal 
to other kids. He compares a headgear 
to a bicycle helmet, which allows other 
kids to understand it better. Chad men-
tions how sometimes he speaks funny 
and it’s due to his muscles not being 
strong enough. He explains how his 
teachers and therapists help him man-
age and learn new things. Seizures are 
also explained in a way that kids, who 
do not have Cerebral Palsy, can under-
stand and not be intimidated. At the end 
of the book there are ten questions kids 
might have about CP. The answers are 
written in Chad’s voice so it’s a child 
speaking to other kids. This puts CP on 
their level. There are also ten tips for 
teachers at the end. These tips guide a 
teacher who might have a child with CP 
in the class. It gives ways to incorporate 
them in sports, how to handle certain 
situation and even how to answer cer-
tain questions from the students in the 
class who don’t have CP.   

UNIQUEMEMAGAZINE.COM   31



32    UNIQUEMEMAGAZINE.COM

CALENDAR OF EVENTS
ART AND MUSIC THERAPY 
Expression by Lee “Shadow of Light” art program. 

Blossom’s Developmental Therapy and Samantha’s 
Purpose are offering a FREE art program for “unique” 
children on Saturdays during October and November. 

For info email: info@blossomdevelopmental.com. 

TARGET 3RD FRIDAY - Miami Children’s Museum 
You are invited to enjoy for FREE fun interactive activities, 
crafts, storytelling and much more on Sept. 21st, Oct. 19th 
and Nov. 16th from 3 to 9 p.m.

SEPTEMBER 8       noon - 5 p.m.
MiChiMu’s 9th Birthday Celebration Miami Children’s 

Museum.

SEPTEMBER 29   7 p.m.
5th Annual “It’s All About the Kids” Event. Funds raised 

will benefi t St. Jude Research Hospital.  
www.friendsofstjude.org/miami

What’s Happening 
Around Town?
What’s Happening What’s Happening What’s Happening 

By Unique Me Staff

SEPTEMBER 30   7 a.m. 
Inaugural Pedal 4 Kids Charity Bike 

Ride. Funds raised for The Ronald 
McDonald House Charities of South 
Florida. Ride begins at the Ft. Lauderdale 
Ronald McDonald House – 15 S.E. 15th 
Street.  For more info call 954-828-1822

OCTOBER 5      7 p.m.  
3rd Annual Kidney Casino for the Cure
Held at Women’s Club of Coconut 

Grove, 2985 S. Bayshore Drive. Info. 
email: slaffere@haggardlawfi rm.com. 

 
OCTOBER 21     11 a.m.
The Women’s Committee of Big 

Brothers and Big Sisters of Greater Miami 
Annual luncheon at Joe’s Stone Crab. Info 
email: jazzatjoes@bbbsmiami.org 

OCTOBER 27       7:30p.m.
2012 Diamond Ball to benefi t Miami 

Children’s Hospital Foundation at J.W. 
Marriott Marquis in Downtown Miami. Info 
email: jkushner@mchf.org 

OCTOBER 28          noon - 5p.m.  
MiChiMu’s Halloween Celebration Miami 
Children’s Museum  

NOVEMBER 17  7p.m. - midnight
NOCHE DE MARIPOSA to benefi t 

Samantha’s Purpose. For info. email:
 info@samanthaspurpose.org

DECEMBER 8    7p.m. - midnight
Blossoming at Basel at Cherry Blossom 

Learning Center in Midtown. See artwork 
of “unique” children, as well as Carlos 
Navarro and many other artists. Event 
benefi ts Blossoms Therapy Center. Info. 
email blossomsatbasel@gmail.    
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