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Leslie Ver Duin, CSHCS Program Supervisor

Dear CSHCS Families,

As we step into a new year, may 2026 find your family well and encouraged by fresh beginnings. I'm happy to share
that we have once again been approved for a family engagement grant offered through the Family Center for Children
and Youth with Special Health Care Needs. This continued support enables us to partner with Michele Staal as our
parent consultant, maintain the Special Families’ Corner Facebook group, offer Parent Cafés, and provide ongoing

support through webinars.

In addition, we are excited to expand our offerings in 2026 by hosting in-person informational events, including a
back-to-school gathering in the fall to help families prepare for a new school year.

Speaking of new beginnings...

If you’ve never joined one of our webinars—or watched a recorded session—I invite you to join us for our January 28
webinar or view past recordings anytime through our Special Families’ Corner Facebook group. These webinars
feature trusted experts who share practical, timely information tailored to the needs of our families. To kick off 2026,
we're pleased to welcome R. Scott de Varona, who will share information about MiABLE—a savings program designed
to offer greater financial peace of mind for individuals with disabilities and their families.

In this newsletter, you'll find:
. A spotlight on a nearly 30-year public health employee serving on our CSHCS team
- Resources and information to support your whole family, including siblings of children who need extra medical
care
. Details on applying for a local therapy scholarship
. Guidance on what to do when you have a new or updated family health insurance policy

Be sure to stay connected—our team’s contact information is included for your convenience. | welcome your
suggestions and feedback by email, phone, or by connecting directly with one of our team members. Your ideas help

us plan the most helpful and relevant information and activities for you and your family.

Wishing you a wonderful start to the year ahead!
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https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/assistance-programs/cshcs/the-family-center-for-children-and-youth-with-special-health-care-needs-family-center
https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/assistance-programs/cshcs/the-family-center-for-children-and-youth-with-special-health-care-needs-family-center

Meet Brenda Kempf,
Program Representative

If you've ever called with questions about CSHCS, chances are Brenda
Kempf was the friendly voice on the other end of the line. Brenda has
been a steady and welcoming presence at the Ottawa County Department
of Public Health for over 29 years. She spent ten years serving local
families at the Grand Haven Clinic before joining Children’s Special Health
Care Services (CSHCS) as a Program Clerk.

Brenda takes on a wide range of responsibilities here at CSHCS. She fields
questions related to enrollment, coverage, and billing; assists families with
navigating forms; and works closely with hospital social workers to resolve
client concerns. She also serves as a key liaison between our department
and the state CSHCS program, ensuring families receive accurate
information and support.

Brenda’s favorite part of her work is helping families feel supported. Brenda and her husband, Todd,
“When | know I've made something easier or lighter for them, it brings me enjoying the Grand Haven
joy”” Her compassion and dedication have made her a trusted resource for
countless families.

waterfront

Just for Fun
Brenda lives in Spring Lake with her husband, Todd. They are devoted

Michigan State basketball fans and rarely miss a chance to cheer on the

Spartans. They also cherish time with their large family enjoying dinners Favorite season

and game nights together. And when the weather cooperates, you might Fall
find Brenda walking along the Grand Haven pier, one of her favorite places Favorite comfort food
to spend time. Homemade macaroni and cheese

, . L Favorite game
We are grateful for Brenda’s many years of service to the families in our

program. Apples to Apples

How to Contact the CSHCS Team

The Ottawa County CSHCS team includes support staff, nurses, a program representative, and a supervisor. Here is a
brief guide to help you connect with the right staff person when you have a need.

. Changes in name, address, phone number, insurance coverage/cards should be directed to CSHCS Support, Brenda
Kempf: (616) 393-4445 or Irene Atwood: (616) 393-4439.

- Questions about program coverage, travel/lodging, renewal, additional providers, or billing issues should be directed to
CSHCS Support, Brenda Kempf: (616) 393-4445 or your program nurse.

 Questions about medical information or case management should be directed to your program nurse.
Aimee Dekker, (616) 393-4440
Samantha Leffman, (616) 393-4442
Lauren Potter, (616) 393-4416
*You can find more information about which nurse covers your zip code on our Ottawa County CSHCS website.

. For other questions, contact Leslie Ver Duin, Program Supervisor, (616) 393-4444.

« CSHCS Family Phone Line: (800) 359-3722
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Therapy Scholarship Opportunity

Families are invited to apply for a therapy scholarship of up to
$1,000 to help offset the cost of accessing critical therapies.

. Eligibility: Applicants must reside in one of the eleven eligible
counties, which include Ottawa, Kent, Muskegon, and Allegan.

. Spring Application Period: Applications are being accepted
now through February Ist at 5:00 PM.

Please be sure to review the scholarship guidelines carefully before
applying. Learn more and apply at:
https://thefamilyhopefoundation.org/scholarships/

Important CSHCS Program Notes

Did you receive a protected or secured message from Irene
Atwood?

If you receive a protected or secure email from Irene Atwood, our
Program Clerk, there’s no need to worry - it simply means it’s time
for your Annual CSHCS Information Review.

Each year, CSHCS verifies confidential information such as your
address and insurance details to ensure our records are accurate. To

protect your privacy, this review is completed through a secure email.

Step-by-step instructions for opening the message will be included in
the email from Irene.

Important insurance note: If your insurance information is
incorrect or has changed, please call Irene Atwood at 616-393-
4439 to report the update. For your security, insurance changes
should not be sent through regular email. Changes to MiHealth and
Medicaid Health Plans (MHPs) do not need to be reported, as they
are updated automatically in our system.

As we begin a new year, keeping your information up to date helps us
continue providing smooth, timely support without interruptions to
your child’s services.

Thank you for partnering with us - we appreciate the opportunity to
better serve your family!

Find CSHCS on
Facebook

The Special Families’ Corner
Facebook group was created by
Ottawa County CSHCS for parents
and caregivers of children or young
adults with disabilities or special
needs. The group also welcomes
adults with chronic health
conditions or disabilities. This is a
closed group for members only.

. Discover events, grants, and
community resources

. Learn about news and issues
affecting families

. Find support from fellow
parents and caregivers

Request to join today!


https://www.facebook.com/groups/480920718777204
https://thefamilyhopefoundation.org/scholarships/

Upcoming Events

« Don’t miss our CSHCS webinar on January 28 on the MIiABLE Savings program!

Questions: contact Michele Staal at mstaal@miottawa.org.

« Check out the webinars from The Family Center about camp scholarships.

MIiABLE Made Simple:
Smart Savings for Individuals with Disabilities

Join us for an informative webinar on the MiABLE 529 Savings Program, designed to
help Michiganders with disabilities save money without risking eligibility for
government benefits. MiABLE accounts allow individuals to save, invest, and spend
funds on qualified disability expenses. R. Scott de Varona, Executive Director of the
MIABLE 529(a) Disability Savings Program, will walk us through everything we need to

know about MIABLE, including how the program works, who is eligible, and how families
can get started.

Register here or by using the QR code:
https://bit.ly/4sndFCC

Camp Scholarships for Children and Youth with
Special Health Care Needs (CYSHCN)

The Family Center offers camp scholarships to increase accessibility to summer camp for
children and youth with special health care needs. Join Family Center Staff Aleisha Leavitt
and Amy Fontaine to learn about eligibility and how to apply. You'll also hear how the
camp experience can help your child gain a sense of belonging, build relationships, and
have fun in a safe and supportive environment.

January 21 6:00 PM - 7:00 PM

Register here: Camp Scholarships for CYSHCN PM

January 22 11:00 AM - 12:00 PM

Register here: Camp Scholarships for CYSHCN-AM



https://bit.ly/4sndFCC
https://dataentry.ibem-is.org/surveys/?s=DFEKW778PA3TCDLD
https://dataentry.ibem-is.org/surveys/?s=DMPJNEA8KHP3YF89
mailto:mstaal@miottawa.org

Caring for the Whole Family: Support for Siblings

Siblings of individuals with special needs experience a childhood unlike many of their peers - a journey that builds
deep empathy, resilience, emotional intelligence, and leadership skills. At the same time, these siblings may also
carry anxiety, worry, embarrassment, guilt, or an internal pressure to be perfect and they often keep these feelings
to themselves. Fortunately, parents have many tools and resources to help support and encourage all the children
in their family.

One such resource is Sibshops, and in Ottawa County, Andréa Vugteveen leads monthly groups for local siblings.
She has gathered many strategies based on ongoing conversations with siblings themselves. On a recent webinar,
she shared helpful insights for parents about nurturing the well-being of special needs siblings.

* Parents should provide accurate, age-appropriate information about the sibling’s special needs and their expected
future. While these conversations can feel uncomfortable, honest information reduces anxiety and helps siblings
talk with others about their brother or sister. The siblings in Andréa’s groups have shared that they worry about
their sibling’s future and would rather have awkward conversations with their parents than be left with
unanswered questions.

* Siblings of individuals with special needs may also feel pressure to excel academically or in extracurricular
activities to compensate for what their brother or sister cannot do. Some take on adult-level responsibilities to
ease the demands on their parents. That’s why it is especially important for parents to remind each child that they
are loved unconditionally. Spending one-on-one time together and affirming their strengths as individuals can help
reduce this pressure.

* Support groups like Sibshops provide another meaningful layer of support. These groups offer siblings a safe
environment where they can talk with other kids who understand their experiences in a way most peers cannot.
While many of their school friends may not relate, Sibshops help siblings feel seen, understood, and not alone.
The Sibshops flyer included in this newsletter lists the winter and spring dates for Ottawa County Sibshops.

* Professional counseling can also be an important resource. When siblings experience significant stress, anxiety,
or depression, a mental health professional can offer tailored strategies to strengthen their emotional well-being.
There are many ways to connect with professional counseling services. On the following page, you will find some
suggestions to help you get started.

The sibling experience is complex, but parents don’t have to navigate it on their own. Supportive programs, peer
groups, and mental health resources can make a meaningful difference. With small, intentional steps, families can
create a home where every child feels understood, valued, and supported.

*Information for this article was provided by Andréa Vugteveen, Sibshops facilitator. Sibshops are offered monthly
September through May in Zeeland and Grand Rapids. For more information, see the Sibshops flyer on the
following page.



SIBSHOPS

Did you know?

Sisters and brothers will likely have the longest-lasting
relationship with a sibling who has special needs or disabilities.
During their lives, they will experience the unique joys and concemmns
their parents do, yet few will have the chance to talk about their
axperiences with other siblings who “gat it™.

Brothers and sisters of children with special needs, disabilities and
chronic iliness have a group that's just for them, Sibshops.
Sibshops are peer support groups that offer a safe and engaging
space for siblings to learn, have fun, meet and be supported
by other children who understand what it's like to have a
sibling with special needs.

Interested in having your child(ren) participate in Sibshops?
Contact Andréa to sign up!

Sibshops are held monthly
for children/youth
613 years of age

Contact Andréa Vugteveen
for more information
or to sign up for a group
amvugteveen@gmail.com
616-460-3781

Sibshops are held at
Faith Reformed Church
220 W. Central Ave
Zeeland, M1 49464

Sibshops participant fee
is $10 per child

Children will have the opportunity to Ottawa County
Winter/Spring Dates
Meet other children who understand
the unique experience of having a
sibling with special needs January 17
February 7
Share their experiences and March 21
feelings about having a brother or May 2

sister with special needs
Sibshops meet from
9:30-11:00am

Learn more about their sibling’s
special needs

Learn new ways to cope
with the challenges that come with > =
being a sibling of a child with )

special needs ﬁm Ilg

Scholarships are available Center
...and have lots of fun

Like and follow us on Facebook
@ Ottawa County Slbshops

Professional
Counseling Resources

In some situations, professional help may be
beneficial for siblings of individuals with
special needs. Here are resources to help
you identify the right options for your
family.

Mosaic Counseling
is a local counseling
service whose mission
is to serve the mental
health needs of the
community through
affordable, accessible,
professional
counseling.

Psychology Today
helps families find a
therapist in their
geographic area. Type
in your zip code on
this site for a list of
therapists near you.

Resources for Siblings

Age-appropriate books and videos can help siblings of individuals with special needs better understand
their experiences and feelings. Below are recommendations from Sibshops facilitator Andréa Vugteveen.

Books

My Brother Sammy is Special, by Becky Edwards

A Sibling’s Guide to Autism, by Irene Kim

Emotions of a Super Sibling, by Tamara Cullere

I Am Just As Special, How to be a Sibling of a Special Needs
Child, by Lena Hanna

A Kids Book About Disability, by Kristine Napper

Being the Other One: Growing up with a Brother or Sister Who

Has Special Needs, by Kate Strohm

Websites

Sibling Support Project

. Sibling Leadership Network

YouTube Videos

. Glass Children
« Recognizing Glass Children



https://siblingsupport.org/
https://siblingleadership.org/
https://siblingleadership.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J3-uT2OCd30
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MSwqo-g2Tbk

