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Almost Home Kids Update
All of us at Almost Home Kids hope that this newsletter finds
you and your families in good health. The COVID-19 pandemic
is testing us all in unimaginable ways, from changing our
daily lives to the constantly changing health of the world and
economy. As we all move through this together, we want you
to know that we are doing everything possible to keep our
children and nursing staff safe and healthy, and we are able to
report that our response has been successful.
All of the children at Almost Home Kids remain safe and
well, and our staff continues to work successfully under the
restrictions and guidelines that have been mandated by the
CDC, State of Illinois, Illinois Department of Public Health in
addition to our partners at Ann & Robert H. Lurie Children’s
Hospital of Chicago and our AHK Medical Advisory Committee.
Thank you for your continued support. We would not be here
today without you, together we have built a vital communitybased program that has been described as the gold standard
in healthcare for transitional and respite care. We have also
been able to provide children with medical complexities
and their families uninterrupted services and an important
healthcare safety net.
Over the last 20 years, we have managed many challenges,
but nothing as unprecedented as the COVID-19 pandemic
and the restrictive measures that have resulted. During
our journey, we have worked tirelessly to always provide
exceptional care and excellence in nursing and honor your
confidence in our mission.

Gio with a COVID-19 reminder

We continue to prioritize the well-being of our children and
nursing staff, and the safety of our families as we provide
a bridge from hospital to home. It is an honor to carefully
steward your donations and the many amazing ways you
find to provide that support. We are confident our careful
approach has laid the ground work for a successful future
that ensures Almost Home Kids is safe and always available to
families in need for the next 20 years, and beyond.
With gratitude,
Josh Prangley
Chairman, Board of Directors
Almost Home Kids
Deborah A. Grisko, R.N.
President & Executive Director
Almost Home Kids
Londyn with an important request
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Our Family
Abby at Home
“Things that matter, they’re never easy.” That wisdom comes
from the heartwarming film Instant Family. It’s true...adopting
a child requires extraordinary commitment. That’s doubly
true when involving youngsters with medical complexities.
Adoption is an investment of love and resources. It requires
patience and guidance from experts like those at Almost
Home Kids (AHK).
Consider Abby, who was cared for during several Transitional
Care stays at AHK. She was born with a genetic condition
called Noonan’s, which presents with physical difficulties.
While she’s plenty smart for her age, she has limited speech
and requires feeding therapy to help her eat.
Tim and Jennifer Whitney fell in love with her instantly.
Jennifer has a nursing background and understood that caring
for someone with medical issues would be a challenge. Yet, it
was a privilege her family was honored to undertake.

Abby at home

“We were elated and nervous,” Jennifer explained. But Abby
bonded with them over plenty of AHK visits and later, during
a 6-month foster care period. Although she misses her clinical
team and volunteers at AHK, Abby adores her new family.
Abby is a giggly sweetheart who loves telling jokes and playing
on her tablet—when she isn’t busy being the ultimate champ
of hide-and-seek! At five years of age, Abby has proven
herself a young superhero—showing a triumphant will to
survive. She’s undergone a heart procedure and tracheostomy,
battled with breathing abnormalities and overcame other
medical challenges with the help of the clinical team at AHK.
When she’s not having fun at school, Abby keeps her new
family busy as she works with a number of specialists as well
as family check-ins with AHK where they still consider part of
her extended family.
Abby’s parents appreciate the crucial role AHK’s compassion
and professionalism played in preparing her family to offer a
protective home for Abby. “We are so impressed with the
level of dedication and kindness at AHK,” Jennifer said.

Abby celebrating adoption day with her family

During the COVID-19 outbreak, Abby was given special
attention, as she and many of the children who go through
the program at AHK have respiratory issues that put them at
greater risk.
With the counsel of Abby’s clinical team and the continued
support at AHK, her family is taking strict precautions
to balance her physical therapy needs with proper social
distancing etiquette.
“AHK supports a vulnerable population, and they do it with
excellence,” Abby’s parents explained. “Their fantastic team
has left an indelible, AHK-shaped mark on Abby’s life!”
Everyone at AHK is grateful to have helped Abby find such a
dedicated, capable and loving family.
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Abby and Kari at Almost Home Kids

Our Team
Alex on the Inside
As a certified child life specialist at Almost Home Kids in
Chicago and Naperville, Alex strives to normalize the
organization’s environment and experiences for children in
his care.
That’s never been more important than it is today amid the
constant changes and uncertainty of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Without volunteers and with visitor restrictions in place, the
house can feel a little empty to Alex and the children. Yet, he
and the rest of the clinical team have worked hard to ensure
the children are busy, enjoying different activities and feel
at home.
“Our kids are doing really well,” Alex says. “Despite everything
that is going on in the world currently each of our kids are
working hard to develop new milestones, preparing for their
transitions home and always smiling.”
One recent event brought a big smile to Alex’s face, too.
When one of the children celebrated his second birthday while
at AHK, the staff banded together to ensure it was a day he
would remember.
“His mother came, we decorated his room and we sang him
happy birthday,” Alex says. “It was a great display of teamwork
and a bit of sunshine in these difficult and ever-changing times.”
Working together, and with the community, has continued to
be an important element at AHK.

Londyn with Alex, Child Life Specialist

“Many of our volunteers and community members have been
very gracious in providing donations, reaching out and
checking-in with us,” Alex says. “We are all very much looking
forward to when this all passes.”

Sierra with Alex, Child Life Specialist
almosthomekids.org

Izzy with Alex, Child Life Specialist
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Our Volunteers
Volunteers: In Their Own Words
Our Volunteer Program is currently on hold during the COVID19 Pandemic. Hayley and Chris are just two of the many
amazing volunteers that help bring joy to the children and play
an important part in helping the clinical staff and making our
house a home. We are counting the days to be able to safely
reopen this impactful program.

Naperville Volunteer of the Quarter Spring 2020:
Hayley Wright
Hayley Wright has been a Naperville recreational volunteer
since this past September and has made a positive impact
during her time volunteering with us. She joined our Volunteer
Program to enhance her skills for her future Child Life Specialist
career and she has certainly done that but in the process, she
has also helped improve the lives of the children we care for in
Naperville too! The children at AHK love how she gets down on
the floor for developmental play with some of our most active
children. “It’s really just me being me trying my best to make
the kids happy.” We are happy to award Hayley as our Naperville
Volunteer of the Quarter!
How and when did you come to be involved with Almost
Home Kids? I became involved with Almost Home Kids
towards the end of fall in 2019. I got involved because of the
opportunity to get pediatric volunteer hours. I want to be a
Child Life Specialist that helps children in these kinds of settings,
and it’s a great opportunity for me to learn as much as I can.
Tell us about a typical day for you as a volunteer at AHK.
After signing in and being sure to wash my hands, I go to the
nurse’s station to say hello to the weekend team that I see
almost every time since I mainly volunteer on the weekends.
The nurses find a child who’s awake and ready to play and
then I go in. I like to read the kids’ All About Me boards in their
room to find out what they like most or what areas they need
to work on. With some of the children I’ve worked on standing,
sitting up and using their opposite arms to help promote their
development. I typically volunteer for three hours at a time, so
it’s gotten very easy to get to know the kids and what they
like; as well as the staff.

Hayley Wright, Naperville Volunteer of the Quarter

day is new and meeting new children is always exciting for
me. I especially love when kiddos recognize me from the
day before and are eager to play. I also noticed that my
medical knowledge has been getting better as well. Before
my experiences at AHK I didn’t know what all the medical
equipment did for the kids, but now I am more familiar with
the equipment and treatments and have been able to slowly
What is the most enjoyable and rewarding aspect of your adjust my interactions with them accordingly.
work at AHK? I love being part the teamwork atmosphere
What keeps bringing you back as a volunteer and would
that AHK has to help these kiddos grow and develop. The
you
recommend AHK to friends as a good place to
nurses are great and I really enjoy my time at AHK and the
volunteer?
I absolutely love my interactions with my kiddos
cuddles that I get from the children are definitely a plus! Even
and
the
fellow
staff at AHK. It has opened my eyes to many
when the kids aren’t feeling their best, just being able to hold
things
including
how to be safer with my preschoolers that I
them so that they’ll actually fall sleep makes all the difference.
work with during the week. I would highly recommend that
anyone wanting to work with children who have medical needs
Does your volunteer role give you the chance to use
or just wanting to bring a smile to someone’s face to come
talents that you love sharing? Or to build new skills
and volunteer here at AHK. I plan to continue to be an ongoing
you’re glad to have? I have definitely seen my talents of
volunteer. I absolutely love this place!
being outgoing and positive flourish in this setting. Every
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Chicago Volunteer of the Quarter Spring 2020:
Chris Szewczyk
Chris Szewczyk has been one of our Chicago Recreational
volunteers since 2018, and we are so fortunate to have him on
our team. He has donated 70+ hours to volunteering with the
children while pursuing a master’s degree, preparing for medical
school and working all at the same time! Chris told us that he
hopes his involvement with the children provides a sense of
relief and comfort for the kids and their families to know he is
spending time with them! We are very thankful Chris continues
to share his valuable free time with the children at AHK!
How and when did you come to be involved with Almost
Home Kids? One of my friends recommended it to me while
she was in medical school. She told me great things about the
organization, so I decided to join AHK back in August 2018.
Tell us about a typical day for you as a volunteer at
AHK. Each day varies for me, and really depends on who’s in
and available. Some days I’m holding babies or playing with
interactive toys outside their crib, and other days I’m reading
stories to the older children.

Chris Szewczyk, Chicago Volunteer of the Quarter

What is the most enjoyable and rewarding aspect of
your work at AHK? What I enjoy the most about AHK are
the relationships I build with the children and the interactions
that we have. It is special to see the resiliency in the kids and
letting them be themselves. In addition, I’m familiar with the
administrative burden on healthcare workers, so it’s nice to
give some time back to the nurses and staff so that they can
catch up on their tasks and other clinical duties in order to
provide the top-notch care that they do.
Does your volunteer role give you the chance to use
talents that you love sharing? Or to build new skills
you’re glad to have? I’ve always wanted to work with kids,
but never had the opportunity. I have learned how to be
more creative, seeing how each child has their own individual
needs. From trying to find the right story to read, or picking
out their favorite toy, to understanding how to communicate
with each child, it became evident to me that they’re all
unique in their own way, and I hope to carry that into my
future medical career.
What keeps bringing you back as a volunteer and
would you recommend AHK to friends as a good place
to volunteer? I continue to come back to AHK because of
how it lives up to its mission. The nurses and staff provide
unconditional care and support for each and every child that
comes through their doors. Seeing how the nurses and staff at
AHK coordinate with the child’s family and their doctors, and
ensuring there is transparency in that process is something
special to be a part of. I highly recommend AHK as a place to
volunteer because it is a great opportunity to be a part of an
organization that provides care to kids that need it the most.
Also, the staff is very welcoming and you get to hold babies!
almosthomekids.org

Diego with volunteer Denise

Jacqueiline with volunteer Minna
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Our Community
Music Therapy
Swish, thump, boom, ding, ding—these are all exciting sounds
to a child. Feeling the vibrations of musical instruments can
be almost magical when you’re hearing it for the first time.
A guitar, drum, ukulele, bell, maraca—each one transports
your thoughts and the bass sound reverberates deep in your
chest. Children smile and giggle with delight as they learn
new ways to communicate. Music helps children develop selfexpression, creativity and empathy.
Thanks to the Harper Family Foundation, Almost Home
Kids formed a new collaboration in 2020 with Chicago Center
for Music Education (ChiME) for Music Therapy. Children
and their parents and siblings can benefit from group music
therapy and individual (1:1) music therapy. All sessions are
taught by board-certified music therapists who are tailored
to the unique needs of children with diverse abilities.
Musical interventions target goals in the following areas:
physical, cognitive, social, communicative, behavioral/
emotional and sensory. Everyone at AHK—children, parents,

siblings, volunteers and staff benefit from an environment of
positivity, fun and motivation through which musical growth
can be achieved.

Painting Project Produces Passion
Painters District Council No.30 has been a resourceful
community partner for Almost Home Kids. PDC 30 is a union
construction trade organization representing painters, drywall
finishers, and glaziers since 1925. PDC 30 is made up of nine
Local Unions, spanning 29 counties in North-Central Illinois
and 3 counties in southern Wisconsin. The organization is
located in Aurora and is one of 34 District Councils across
the United States and Canada that, together, make up
International Union of Painters and Allied Trades. Part of their
mission is to advance the social and economic vitality of the
community where their members work and live.
In 2018, we were fortunate to win a grant award to receive
skilled labor for a renovation project in our Naperville home. In
the spring of 2019, they painted bedroom doors, closet doors,
frames and trim for 7 children’s bedrooms. The door jams
had nicks and scratches resulting from medical equipment,
stretchers and wheelchairs passing in and out of the rooms.
The hallways leading to the bedrooms needed minor patching
in addition to painting. They also painted our family bathroom
and they got to meet some the children, families and staff
during their time with us.

ChiMe music therapist Alli at Almost Home Kids

In January 2020, Almost Home Kids was treated to an
amazing donation of new children’s books from our friends at
PDC 30. Over the holidays, they had partnered with Follett
Educational Products for a great book fair in conjunction with
their Breakfast with Santa event for PDC 30 member families.
Follett matched the number of books purchased from this
PDC 30 event, resulting in a fantastic donation of $2,200
worth of children’s books. Thank you so much to PDC 30 for
their passion and commitment to AHK!

Diego with ChiMe music therapist Alli

Steve Kulovits & Beth Ernest pictured with AHK Clinical Team
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Double Your Impact
The Coleman Foundation is matching, dollar for dollar, any gift
made for COVID-19 Relief from 4/15 to 6/1.
This includes donations by family foundations and donor
advised funds as well as personal checks and credit cards gifts
from any individual.

Young Associates Board “No Place Like Home”—September
18, 2020 (Hubbard Inn, Chicago)
Share the Care Ball—October 23, 2020 (currently scheduled
for the Hotel InterContinental, Chicago—please check our
website for more information and updates)

Donation Drive Thank You

Don’t miss this opportunity to double your impact.

Events
During this unprecedented time, our event committees have
been feverishly working—at a safe distance from each other
—on how to best host future events to benefit Almost Home
Kids. The year began with our first ever virtual run with the
Shamrock Shuffle, where our runners ran on their own (at
home on the treadmill or social distancing themselves outside).
They raised an impressive $3,500, and we are really grateful to
their ingenuity and determination to continue to complete the
race, despite the COVID-19 pandemic.
Delay of Game Virtual Gala—June 19, 2020 (Online!)
Our Naperville gala committee is hosting a virtual gala! Details
will be posted on our website soon!
Virtual Tasting for a Cause—July 9, 2020 (Online!)
An amazing virtual wine tasting like no other to benefit AHK!
Golf Marathon—September 18 (Zigfield Troy GC, Woodridge)
Spend a day on the golf course for the kids, or support
someone else who’s up to the challenge of 100 holes of golf!
Our annual Golf Marathon is a great opportunity for friends of
AHK to get their networks engaged with our mission. COVID19 restrictions mean that teams are made up of twosomes this
year, and social distancing rules will apply. http://team.
almosthomekids.org/2020AHKGolfMarathon

We were very sad when we had to put our Volunteer Program
on hold and restrict the number of visitors due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, but that did not keep our volunteers
and community from reaching out to support AHK from
the sidelines. Our parents were going through additional
stress and financial hardship, so we created an Amazon
Baby Registry to help with products needed on a daily basis.
So many volunteers were asking how they could help and
responded so generously. We received wish list items, Target
& Amazon gift cards and meals for the clinic staff. We were
able to give parents those cards and items at both our Chicago
& Naperville sites. They were humbled and grateful for the
kindhearted support from our community. On behalf of the
families and staff at Almost Home Kids we are sending a big
thank you to everyone that gave so generously. This is truly
how we ‘share the care’ during in this extraordinary time.

Children’s Supplies Wish List:
(items must be new please)
• Baby wipes (unscented or for sensitive skin)
• Diapers sizes 1, 2, 3, 4, and 5
• Unscented baby lotion & baby wash
• Bright Starts Zippy Zoo Activity
Gym Mat
• Gender neutral bassinet

House Supplies Wish List:
• Paper towels
• Keurig 2.0 K-Cups
(for guests, parents, and nurses)
• High chair (new)
• Pack ‘n Play (new)
• AA, AAA and C size batteries
• iPads for children
• Fire TV Stick
Szeghy’s Saints Golf Marathon team
almosthomekids.org
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Affiliated with

7 South 721 Route 53
Naperville, IL 60540

		
At Almost Home Kids our mission is to provide a bridge from hospital to home
for children with medical complexities.
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