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When she needs to say something nice, in-
stead of the cynical comment someone else 
might make, Lee Ann Church, of Kingcade, 
Kansas, population 122, says, “Yeah.”

About what the med techs said to her 
when her 28-week sonogram showed a 
“large void” in her baby’s spine. (Yeah.)

About the time she went to the big 
hospital in Kansas City, and a half dozen 
perinatologists walked in and out of the 
sonogram room looking puzzled until one 
of them “slapped open a big old book” and 
said, “This is what I think it is … and he 
probably won’t survive.” (Yeah.)

About the discovery, 10 days after her son 
was born, that he only had one kidney and 
one lung—although he was doing “su-
per-good.” (Yeah.)

Lee Ann Church is a positive person. She 
doesn’t want to dilly dally on the phone. 
She’s got an 8-week-old baby girl in one 
arm and a 6-year-old Tasmanian devil in 
the other. (The devil is Theo, now 6, who 
turned out fine, and gets around like all 
get-out, although thanks to Caudal regres-
sion syndrome, he really is missing part of 
his spine.)

Lee Ann Church is a practical person. 
A former schoolteacher who plans to go 
back to the classroom someday, she wants 
opportunities for all her children—the same 
opportunities for Laney, her newborn; Trev-

or, her 9-year-old; and Theo. She’s worked 
hard to make it happen. Her husband, 
Travis, a farmer and self-taught contractor, 
built a custom house with low light switch-
es and wide hallways, so it’s easy for Theo 
to get around. Theo goes to a mainstream 
school. In his kindergarten class, he rolls his 
wheelchair up to his desk and crawls on top. 
That’s where he likes to do his work.

Lee Ann Church likes good ideas. One 
day, her sister suggested a scooter for 
Theo—one of those low-to-the-ground 
wooden squares on wheels; something 
you may have used in gym as a kid. On his 
scooter, Theo’s a pro. He tucks in his small 
legs and pushes himself with his arms. He 
moves fast. Sometimes, in the middle of the 
night, Theo will scoot to his parents’ room 
and crawl into bed with them. “You can 
hear the wheels rolling across the house,” 
says Church.

She remembers how, in the beginning, 
a NICU doctor told her Caudal regression 
syndrome was her “favorite” diagnosis. 
“These kids are so smart; they aren’t afraid 
to try everything and figure it out on their 
own,” the doctor said. It turned out to be 
true. In the family’s rec room, Theo and 
Trevor are constantly playing baseball, 
Theo’s favorite sport. Last fall, Theo played 
in the Joplin, Missouri, Miracle League. 
“We’re so blessed and have so much joy 

from him,” Church says of Theo. “I want to 
show people that and give them that light.”

Lee Ann Church joined the Iola, Kansas, 
Mothers of Miracles group because her one-
time high-school classmate Lesley Skahan 
mentioned it at a Zumba class. The moms 
talked about feeling isolated, coping with 
the extra challenges they face as mothers of 
kids with special needs. Not to complain. 
Church isn’t someone who complains a lot. 
She’s married to a farmer, after all. “It’s awe-
some to have the support and connection 
with other moms,” she says.

For Church, the playground in Iola, 30 
minutes from Kingcade, was another natu-
ral and practical fit. She was getting tired of 
carrying her son from station to station in 
“normal” playgrounds, which weren’t built 
with kids like Theo in mind. Theo was tired 
of it too. His enthusiasm fueled Church’s 
commitment to the project. Though it only 
took a year for the MOMs and Kiwanians to 
raise nearly US$200,000 for the playground, 
it didn’t happen fast enough for Theo. “He 
was asking about it a lot. We had to hide the 
brochures for a while,” Church says.

Now that there’s a baby sister in the 
family, and with warm summer days ahead, 
Church and the boys head out to the Iola 
playground several times a week. Church 
likes to sit on a bench and watch her boys 
play together. All by themselves. K
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In some ways, Lesley Skahan is just like 
other moms. She lives in the same small 
town where she grew up: Iola, Kansas. She 
married her childhood sweetheart, Matt, an 
optometrist. She has three sons: Jake, age 9; 
Gage, age 8; and Mason, age 4.

When Mason was an infant, Skahan be-
came a special kind of mom.

“There was a look in Mason’s eye,” Skahan 
says. “He wasn’t sitting up.” Mason’s doctor 
didn’t say anything, but the expression on 
his face had Skahan worried. “Something 
was not quite right,” she says.

It wasn’t. Before he was a year old, 
Mason was diagnosed with Pitt-Hopkins 
syndrome, a rare genetic disorder. There 
are only 300 known cases worldwide. To-
day, Mason has low muscle tone and uses 
a wheelchair, though his parents hope 
he’ll eventually walk. He is nonverbal, 
which means he doesn’t talk. And he may 
need surgery to correct the alignment of 
his eyes.

Yet Mason’s still just a kid. He likes to do 

things other kids do. He loves music. When 
he listens to it, he sways like Stevie Wonder, 
his mom says. He likes to swing. He likes 
to spin.

But, until about a month ago, Mason 
couldn’t swing at Iola’s Riverside Park. 
That’s because the town of 5,700 had no 
playground equipment for kids like him. 
Just two, decades-old “handicapped” swings 
that were “horrible” Skahan says.

The prospect of creating a place where 
Mason—and all the kids in town—could 
play together inspired Skahan. That’s 
why she said “yes” when Kiwanis mem-
ber Mike Ford asked her to take part in 
an effort to raise US$200,000 for a new, 
all-inclusive playground. That effort end-
ed in success this April, when the Kiwanis 
club installed the fancy new playground 
in Riverside Park.

For Skahan, the playground project was 
a year well spent. It has done more than 
provide kids of all abilities a place to play. 
“It’s breaking a barrier,” Skahan says. 

“Mike and Nancy Ford know our family—
our kids—so well now. Mike’s daughter, 
Reagan, babysits for us.”

Ford agrees. “The playground has brought 
a lot of people together,” he says. New 
friendships. New ideas. New influences. 
After she spent time with Mason Skah-
an, Ford’s daughter Reagan switched her 
college major from elementary education to 
special education.

And Reagan’s just one example. Les-
ley Skahan has the whole town thinking 
differently about kids with disabilities. It’s 
all about compassion. Not pity or sympathy, 
Skahan says. Kids like Mason “want to be 
like everybody else. They are like everybody 
else. They want to do the same things as 
everybody else. It’s all about inclusion.”

On the other hand, sometimes it’s OK to 
be special.

“I have that sign that says: ‘Don’t try so hard 
to fit in when you were born to stand out,’” 
Skahan says. “What kind of world would we 
live in if everyone were perfect?”  K
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If you’re looking to begin a conversation 
with a woman, and you happen to know 
she’s a mother, it’s always a good idea to 
ask her about her children.

When the woman is the mother of a child 
with special needs, you’re likely to hear 
stories that will change the way you look at 
the world.

Kelci Botts’ story begins like this:
I grew up on a dairy farm, went to college, 

worked to put myself through school, met 
my husband, got married, planned for kids. 
We did everything right.

Botts is a high school calculus teacher 
in Iola, Kansas. She lives with her family 
just outside town in Bronson. When she 
became pregnant, four girls at the high 
school were pregnant too. All four of the 
girls’ babies were normal. But Botts had a 
different story:

I’m a head softball coach. I was still bat-
ting, throwing and pitching until two days 
before the baby came. I ended up having to 
do an emergency C-section. Kason was fine, 
but he didn’t eat well for the first 48 hours. 
He was little—barely 5 pounds. Then, 39 
hours after he was born, he coded. We flew 
to Kansas City—Children’s Mercy. We were 
there for over a month. He got his diagnosis 
at day 12. He has Prater-Willie syndrome— 
a deletion of his 15th chromosome.

Botts is honest about how she felt at 
the time. “I thought, ‘Why me?’” she says. 
Now that Kason is almost 3 years old, she 
has a different take on things: I grew up 
going to church every Sunday because it 
was routine. Now I go because of faith. I 
know God wouldn’t have given us Kason 
if he thought we couldn’t handle it. He 
didn’t give Kason to those teen moms 

because they couldn’t handle it.
Handle it is what Botts does. Every day. As 

babies, children with Prater-Willie syn-
drome fail to thrive, which means an elabo-
rate routine for the parents who want them 
to thrive. It involves stimulating Kason to 
encourage him to eat (think: ice on the 
feet), feeding him every three hours, and 
giving him a growth hormone shot at night. 
Ironically, when Kason is a little older—
around age 4, the syndrome will “switch 
over,” and Kason will battle obesity.

It’s no wonder Botts was happy to become 
part of the Mothers of Miracles group, 
which Lesley Skahan formed to support 
mothers of kids with special needs. Botts’ 
friend Amy Welch told her about it. She re-
members coming home after the first time 
the five women met:

We were at Lesley’s house, ate supper 
and stayed up talking till 1 a.m. on a school 
night. Afterward I was crying in the shower. 
I was crying because I was so happy to have 
relief; that somebody knew what I was 
going through. We say, “We just get it.” As 
much as our friends and family are there, 
they don’t live it day in and day out.

The MOMs group has led to so many 
good things for the five women in it, their 
children, and their community, Botts says. 
She discovered a walk in Kansas City—in 
a magazine called Parenting Children with 
Special Needs. Skahan and the MOMs got 
involved, sold T-shirts as a fundraiser, and 
had a great experience with their kids. That 
experience led to the MOMs’ own Stroll & 
Roll fundraiser in Iola, their relationship 
with Mike Ford and Kiwanis and the new 
all-inclusive playground built this past April.

To Botts, the playground is all about 

knowing Kason can be independent. Kason 
looks “normal,” she says, but he wears 
orthotics. It’s about the other MOMs and 
their kids too. Kason could adapt to a 
regular playground, but other kids—Mason 
Skahan or Theo Church—could not, Botts 
says. She also sees the playground as an 
opportunity for adults with disabilities, like 
her brother, who is a quadriplegic.

Ask Botts why she thinks fundraising for 
the Iola playground went so well, and she’s 
ready to share frank advice:

When you’re talking about kids, people 
are much more forthcoming about their 
money. We take our kids with us and 
expose them. We want them to feel normal. 
We want people to come up to us and ask: 
Why is your child in a wheelchair? Why 
does your child wear orthotics? That’s been 
good for us. That’s been good for the peo-
ple we’ve become friends with at Kiwanis.

In the end, all the effort Botts put into 
the playground is not that different than 
the effort she puts into just plain living. 
For moms like Botts and the Iola MOMs 
group, every day is a day worth working 
for.  “The five of us—we’re all very deter-
mined mothers,” Botts says. “We know we 
have to work for our kids. We also have a 
strong work ethic.” Pair that with Mike and 
Nancy Ford—and others in the Kiwanis 
group—who also have that work ethic, and 
it’s plain to see why the playground was so 
successful, Botts says.

In the beginning she thought: “Regular 
kids get to go on a merry go round and 
throw up,” Botts says. “Why can’t our kids 
do that too?” Thanks to mothers like Botts, 
and the Kiwanis club that supports them, 
now they can.  K
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