
Special Families’ Corner
Newsletter

In This Issue:

A message from Leslie VerDuin, CSHCS Program

Supervisor

Meet Michele Staal, our new CSHCS Parent

Consultant

Find tips for a successful school year

Find upcoming events in our area

October

2025



Dear CSHCS Families,

Welcome to our fall newsletter! I hope this newsletter finds you settling into the rhythm of fall. As we look ahead, I'm

excited to share what we're planning to support you and your family.

Introducing Michele Staal

Since April 2025, Michele Staal has served as our Ottawa County CSHCS Parent Consultant, and we couldn't be more

thrilled to have her on the team! Michele brings a unique perspective as a parent with an adult child with special needs

and a busy mom of three whose youngest son graduates high school in 2026 and whose oldest daughter is getting

married in October 2026. She also brings valuable experience as a journalist for a local newspaper.

Currently, I am working with Michele and our partners from Community Mental Health and Arbor Circle to plan

Diverse Needs Parent Cafés for 2026. Michele loves this community that supports one another by sharing knowledge

and experiences that encourage us all to keep moving forward in a positive direction. She brings her wealth of life

experiences to the Ottawa County CSHCS team, and we're thankful to have her expertise on our team. If you haven't

had a chance to connect with her yet, I encourage you to do so!

Don’t Miss Our Last Webinar of the Year

November 19 – We'll explore the transition from pediatric to adult health care

Registration information can be found on the last page of this newsletter.

What You'll Find in This Issue

In this newsletter, you'll discover funding opportunities through the Children with Special Needs (CSN) Fund grants,

learn about school bullying prevention programs, and read practical tips for partnering with your child's teachers this

school year.

You can expect a quarterly newsletter like this from the CSHCS team. Our goal is to help keep you informed. Be on the

lookout for future webinars, Parent Cafés, guest speakers, and family-friendly events—all thoughtfully planned with you

in mind! As always, I welcome your suggestions through email, phone call, or by connecting directly with one of our

team members. Your feedback helps ensure we plan the most helpful and relevant information and activities for you.

Warmly,

From the Desk Of:
Leslie Ver Duin, CSHCS Program Supervisor



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, or Lauren Potter: (616)

393-4416.

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

CSHCS Family Phone Line: (800) 359-3722

How to contact the CSHCS Team

Meet Michele Staal

Parent Consultant

Hello CSHCS families,

I joined the Ottawa County CSHCS team last

spring as the Parent Consultant, after 25 years of

staying home to raise my children. I was looking for

a position where I could do meaningful work and

hopefully help other special needs families. In this

position, I have the honor of hosting webinars,

creating this newsletter, and maintaining a Facebook

group exclusively for families and caregivers of

individuals with special needs. 

I live in beautiful Ottawa County with my husband, our children and a mini-Australian shepherd. My 23-year-old

daughter, Allison, has Down syndrome, so I have had some of the same experiences as many of you. It has been a

journey that is both challenging and wonderful. Most of my closest friends and allies are from the special needs

community and I love the way families of individuals with special needs support each other!

In my free time, I love to read, play pickleball or golf, travel, and walk the beautiful trails and beaches of Ottawa

County. 

Michele’s family, including children Reid, Allison and

Hannah, husband Marc and future son-in-law Kyle.

mailto:bkempf@miottawa.org
mailto:iatwood@miottawa.org
mailto:bkempf@miottawa.org
mailto:adekker@miottawa.org
mailto:sleffman@miottawa.org
mailto:lpotter@miottawa.org


Here are some easy ideas to help

your family stay healthy from Dr.

Gwen Unzicker, OCDPH Medical

Director

Wash hands frequently

Stay home when sick

Increase indoor airflow

Consider masks in crowded

settings

Be sure to get enough sleep

Opt for healthy food choices

Exercise daily

For those who want vaccines, several

options are available. You can check

with your healthcare provider,

pharmacy, or the health department

for availability and insurance coverage.      

A Guide to Healthy
Habits

Partnering With Your Child’s
Teachers for Success
by Michele Staal
 

“Every child has a different kind of brilliance-our job is to let it shine.” –Author

Unknown

By October, the excitement of back to school may have worn off and new

challenges may be presenting themselves. The first few months can bring

surprises. New teachers and changing expectations often create emotional ups

and downs. The good news is that it's never too late to reset, refocus, and

help your child feel supported at school.

Building a respectful partnership with your child’s teacher is key to overcoming

challenges. Consider asking for a conference to discuss ways you can

collaborate to help your student be more successful. Ask the teacher to share

what your student likes and doesn't like throughout the day and draft ideas

that work for both student and teacher to improve the situation.

 

Creating an “All About Me” page can be a helpful tool. This one-page profile

highlights your child's strengths, challenges, and communication preferences. A

successful “All About Me” page focuses on your child’s unique abilities,

personality, and interests rather than emphasizing limitations or diagnoses. It

helps teachers and staff understand how best to connect with and support

your child.

 

Establishing a clear and consistent communication method between home and

school is another key to success. Discuss what works best for both of you—

whether it’s through email, text, or a notebook that travels with your child.

Some schools also use apps like ClassDojo, Google Classroom, or

SchoolStatus. The best system is the one both parent and teacher will use

consistently.

If collaboration becomes challenging or you’re unable to reach an agreement,

remember that support is available. In Michigan, every school district has a

Parent Advisory Committee (PAC) that can offer guidance and local ARC

chapters also provide free advocacy assistance. The Michigan Alliance for

Families is hosting a three-week IEP webinar in November to help families

better understand and navigate the IEP process.

 

Staying healthy also improves your student’s success in the classroom and can

help reduce unwanted behaviors. Sharing enclosed spaces, such as a classroom,

increases exposure to viruses. Taking proactive measures like good nutrition,

adequate hydration, adequate sleep, and proper exercise helps boost students’

immune systems so they can fight viruses.

 

With teamwork, healthy habits, and informed advocacy, this school year can

bring growth, progress, and lasting memories for all.

Tips for creating an
effective All About Me
page

Highlight what your child does

well, using encouraging language.

Instead of "has trouble focusing,"

try "focuses best when given

simple, clear instructions”.

Include your child's likes/interests,

strengths, how they communicate

best, and strategies for helping

your child succeed.

Frame challenges as opportunities

for support. Instead of "doesn't

like to sit," try "learns best when

given movement breaks.”

Include photos of your child

Where to Find Local

Advocates

The Arc of the Lakeshore

arclakeshore.org

Ottawa Area Intermediate School

District Parent Advisory Committee

Chairperson Sara Geissler

saramgeissler@gmail.com

Michigan Alliance for Families: 

www.michiganallianceforfamilies.org

http://arclakeshore.org/
mailto:saramgeissler@gmail.com
http://www.michiganallianceforfamilies.org/


The Children with Special Needs (CSN) Fund aims to assist families in obtaining special equipment for their child

under the age of 21 who has a CSHCS-eligible condition when insurance or other programs cannot cover the cost

of the equipment.

Eligibility: Those who are not enrolled in CSHCS must submit medical information detailing the CSHCS-eligible

diagnosis, along with a letter of medical necessity from the child's medical subspecialist recommending the

equipment.

To prioritize those most in need, the CSN Fund recently added an income-related requirement to the application.

Families earning above $400,000 must include an explanation of hardship describing their need for assistance.

Examples of the types of equipment that may be covered by a CSN Fund grant can be found on the CSN Fund

website and on the application form. Funding for ceiling and stair lifts are sometimes available depending upon

funding.

For help with a CSN Fund grant application, contact your CSHCS program nurse. You may also request assistance

or ask questions at the CSHCS Family Phone Line: 800-359-3722 or cshcsfc@michigan.gov, or you may contact the

CSN Fund team directly at 517-241-7420 or csnfund@michigan.gov.

 

Bullying Prevention Initiative
(BPI) Grants
In response to the critical need to eliminate bullying, especially

for our children and youth with special health care needs,

CSHCS initiated a grant program for schools to start or expand

a peer-to-peer program. Schools can receive up to $5,000 to

launch or grow their peer-to-peer programs.

CSHCS has partnered with Grand Valley State University’s

Statewide Autism Resources & Training (START) Project to use

their peer-to-peer program model for all youth with special

health care. Their evidence-based peer-to-peer program pairs

students with and without disabilities during the school day,

embedding meaningful connections into the school structure. 

 

As Michigan schools gear up for a new academic year, the

continued investment in peer-to-peer programs offers a hopeful

path forward—where every child, regardless of their needs, can

feel safe, supported, and seen. If your school doesn’t already

have a peer-to-peer program, you can encourage them to

participate. Information on 2026-27 BPI grants can be found

here: Bullying Prevention Initiative (BPI)

CSN Fund Grants

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!

Find CSHCS on
Facebook

mailto:cshcsfc@michigan.gov
mailto:csnfund@michigan.gov
https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/assistance-programs/cshcs/bullying-prevention-initiative
https://www.facebook.com/groups/480920718777204


Join us for an informative session about the process of moving individuals with special

needs from pediatric to adult healthcare. Michelle Burgher is a CSHCS transition

specialist with the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services. She will share

the key steps for a successful transition to adulthood.

Register here: 

https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/TJJdD2-cTKWgNj342F5X9w

For more information about Feeding America food distribution sites, visit https://www.feedwm.org/

Upcoming Events
Don’t miss our final Empowered Parents Webinar of the year! Contact Michele Staal with

questions: mstaal@miottawa.org.

Find information about the final SibShops meetings of the year. Learn more on Facebook

@ottawacountysibshops or contact Andrea Vugteveen: amvugteveen@gmail.com

November 19, 2025 | Noon - 1:00 PM

Empowered Parents Webinars

Keys to a Successful Transition to Adulthood

Remaining 2025 SibShops

Meetings

November 1, 2025 | 9:30 AM - 11:00 AM

December 6, 2025 | 9:30 AM - 11:00 AM

- Holiday Party with Grand Rapids SibShops

Groups

SibShops are monthly peer support groups for children age 6-13 who have

siblings with special needs. Groups meet at Faith Reformed Church in Zeeland.

Cost to participate is $10 for each child. Scholarships are available. 

Ottawa County Mobile

Food Pantry Sites

If you need help finding food, visit Feeding America for food pantry sites in

Ottawa County at: feedwm.org.

https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/TJJdD2-cTKWgNj342F5X9w
https://www.feedwm.org/
mailto:mstaal@miottawa.org
https://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100064056094564
mailto:amvugteveen@gmail.com
https://www.feedwm.org/

