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TO MY CREATOR, MY GOD. You directed and guided me through this process. You trusted me and created the opportunity for the voices of these families to be heard. I am grateful for your goodness and grace.

TO MY HUSBAND, SCOTT. You are my rock, my champion, and the keeper of my heart. Everything that I am would not exist without you.

TO MY CHILDREN, GRANT, EVAN, GRACE, EVA, AUBRI, AND GABE. You are my heart and my greatest legacy. My love for you knows no bounds. Remember, there is no such thing as impossible; answer the call, jump in with both feet, and expect miracles.

TO KAREN HAHNE AND BRENDA WINEGAR. You represent a mother’s endless love for her children. Your compassion to reach beyond your own family to help other children and families is the purest form of charity. Your courage and contributions to children and families has left a legacy of love. You inspire all of us to chase the impossible.

TO REED HAHNE AND BECCA WINEGAR. Thank you for your fortitude and leadership and for being a beacon of light and hope for all of us.

TO ALL THE FAMILIES who contributed their stories to this book. You are the heart and soul of this book. May your voices always resonate and pierce the hearts of those who hear your words.


 

PRAISE FOR

CHASING THE 
IMPOSSIBLE


Rachelle Rutherford’s Chasing the Impossible is a powerful call to action, woven with heart-stirring narratives that ignite the spirit of altruism and innovation. It brilliantly showcases the journey of entrepreneurs, parents, and a community rallying together to transcend the bounds of what seemed unattainable. Through stories of tenacity in the face of adversity, Rutherford invites us all to contribute our unique talents toward building a brighter future for children with disabilities. This book is not just a testament to human resilience but also a roadmap for mobilizing support and resources on a scale previously deemed impossible. As someone deeply committed to making a difference, I found Chasing the Impossible to be a compelling reminder that our collective efforts can transform lives and reshape futures. Rachelle Rutherford’s work is an essential read for anyone looking to leave a mark on the world by challenging the status quo and pursuing the impossible.

—CHAD HYMAS

Best-Selling Author and Hall of Fame Speaker

In a system littered with shortcomings and obstacles, Rachelle boldly brings forth solutions and energy for change. Chasing the Impossible addresses two of the most important factors in the disability landscape right now, the stories of those being impacted and solutions. There is a power in the story that stems from the introduction, where even the author had to explore her own role in helping. Chasing the Impossible provides a framework and motivation for the role that we each have in making the world a better place.

—DEREK J. LEE, PHD, CRC, LPCC-S, DBTC, CAMSC

CEO, The Hope Institute & Perrysburg Counseling Services; Professor, Texas Tech University Health Science Center

Rachelle’s Chasing the Impossible is a masterpiece that captivates and motivates you to dig deeper into giving more of yourself than you thought possible. She touches and inspires your soul, compelling you to serve others more effectively and sincerely from the heart. Her storytelling and personal experiences touched my heart, leaving an unforgettable mark for those who feel called to make a difference and those who want to leave a lasting legacy of meaningful service and contribution. Rachelle is a game-changer and a beacon of hope for children with special needs as well as for those who desire to live their highest purpose and calling.

—SETEMA GALI

Coach and Keynote Speaker

Rachelle has done a fantastic job of presenting the moving history and exciting future of Kids on the Move in Chasing the Impossible. She and her management team left successful corporate positions to make a difference for future generations, one child at a time, and their impact is being felt by the children, their families, and the community. I hope that more individuals and businesses will support KOTM by contributing time, money, and resources to this important cause.

—EDGIE E. DONAKEY

Technology Executive, Mentor, and former Chairman, KOTM

Chasing the Impossible is an amazing representation of the life-changing services that programs such as KOTM provide to families. There is a passion that is ignited in the individuals who serve children with disabilities and their families. That passion often is what fuels innovation in services provided and the funding to support the needed services. This book highlights how people without any previous connection to those who have disabilities can make a life-changing impact on the community and the families that they serve.

—JULIA HOOD, PHD, BCBA-D, NCSP

Assistant Professor, University of Utah

When it comes to parenting kids with superpowers—unique gifts, special abilities that come coupled with exceptional needs and neurodivergence—there’s a great many places we can go to be filled with despair. The people behind this book and their story offer a refreshing well of hope from which all of us can drink deeply.

—STEVEN SHARP NELSON

Composer, speaker, and cellist of “The Piano Guys”

Indeed, a diagnosis of one disability or another may define the obstacles or challenges a child faces, but it does not define who the child is. Each child will have their own preferences, areas of interest, and distinct personality. All of us know families that face the unexpected challenges of raising a child with a disability. Chasing the Impossible is compassionate, faith promoting, and inspirational for all who love children and have a desire to help them reach up and become all that they can become.

—TOM SMITH

New York Times Best-Selling Author, The Oz Principle
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INTRODUCTION

A CALL TO ACTION



It was just another Tuesday when my phone vibrated across my desk. A familiar name, a colleague of mine, whom we’ll call “Mike,” flashed across my screen, and I swiped the smooth glass to connect the call, “Well, hello there!” I greeted him as I wondered what the unexpected call was about. We exchanged a few pleasantries before he went on to ask if I would be interested in volunteering as a board member.

For the previous two years, Mike had served on the board of a non-profit local to our community here in Utah, Kids on the Move (KOTM). While I had heard the non-profit’s name in passing and knew they worked with children with disabilities, I didn’t know much else about the organization. Mike explained that several seats had opened up on the board of directors and that he believed I would be a great fit.

While I was flattered that he would think of me, I wasn’t sure if I could be of any real help to the organization. At the time, I was engrossed in running my own company and working for a genealogy non-profit, FamilySearch.org. Not to mention that I am also a busy mom of six children, none of whom has special needs. KOTM was not even on my radar. Honestly, like many families in our country without a close connection to someone with a disability, I knew even less about autism spectrum disorder (ASD), Down syndrome, hydrocephaly, juvenile depression, and any of the dozens of diagnoses that one in six children and their families in the United States face daily.1

Sure, I understood that these families have special needs and different education requirements, etc. However, I was blissfully unfamiliar with the challenges that many families with a child with a disability face daily in order to meet their child’s basic needs, not to mention securing necessary interventions and therapies.

No, all of that would come later.

On that seemingly mundane Tuesday afternoon, I was just like any other parent of typically developing children. I had my family, and I had my career. My work outside the home focused on helping companies with efficiency, optimization, and long-term sustainability. What could I possibly offer a non-profit organization, which, I’m sure, was absolutely doing good work but whose services had nothing to do with me on a personal or professional level?

Despite my lack of experience or education about KOTM and the people they help, I decided to accept Mike’s invitation to sit in on a board meeting, partially as a favor to Mike but also because I strongly believe that you should never turn down the chance to connect with new people. The following week, as I sat in that board room during that two-hour meeting, I felt something shift inside of me. As the board addressed various items and questions on their agenda, I heard story after story of families whose lives were completely changed by this organization.

I walked into that meeting believing that KOTM was simply a place where families could access therapies for their kids. But I walked out, understanding that KOTM was a lifeline to thousands of members of our community. It is a cadre of mothers, fathers, social workers, teachers, leaders, volunteers, doctors, entrepreneurs, attorneys, financial advisors, investors, and more who believe that every child deserves a bright future and volunteer their time and financial resources to help.

After one board meeting, I knew I needed to be a part of this team, but I didn’t necessarily know how to contribute. Instead of thinking I had nothing to offer, I started asking, “What can I give that will make a difference?”

That day, something came alive inside of me. While I have always wanted my life to have meaning and to count, I’ve gone about doing that in the ways that most of us are told to contribute to society.

• Find a career, build a business you love, and do good work. Check.

• Raise a family and love your spouse to the best of your ability. Check.

• Volunteer, and give back to the community in your spare time. Check.

Encountering KOTM made me realize that we are all called to do more than simply check the boxes. Each and every one of us is called to serve the members of our community with our unique gifts and talents.

I hope that within this book, we can paint a picture of the phenomenal families, wonderful staff, and critical services we offer families. But more so, my desire is for you to catch the fire that burns within every parent, staff, and volunteer who has been a part of KOTM—a fire that believes in the potential of every child and in the power of people who use their gift to benefit others. Whether you’re a professional, a neighbor, or a friend, your unique skills, time, kindness, and resources can make a difference, specifically for children with disabilities, whom are among our most vulnerable, and most deserving of our unwavering support.
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As we paint this picture, we are painstakingly aware of the incredible power of words. The words that our society has used in the past to describe a disability or someone with a disability have been incredibly harmful. Thankfully, as our understanding has grown and evolved, so have the words we use to describe someone who was born with a condition or disability or who has developed one later in life.

While many of us know that certain words are rude, crass, or downright cruel, it’s important to note that how someone wants to describe their diagnosis or disability is often nuanced and incredibly personal. For example, someone may prefer to be described as handiabled as opposed to handicapped. Someone diagnosed with ASD may prefer to say they have autism, while others like to be described as autistic.

During the course of the book, you will see that I consistently refer to various diagnoses as a disability and those who have been diagnosed as someone with a disability. When referencing children who do not have a disability, I will do so as typical or typically developing. The team behind the book and I landed on this terminology for several reasons and believe it warrants an explanation of the use of two very broad terms to address a very nuanced subject.

The words disability and typical are very common terminology and tend to be universally understood by various communities from a multitude of backgrounds, ethnicities, and experiences. While we love some of the newer terms, such as “all abilities” or “different abilities,” we do not want anyone, especially those who are unfamiliar with these different conditions we reference in the book, to misinterpret our meaning.

It is not our heart or intention to mislabel or put any one person into a box they do not fit into but simply to streamline communication in order to better serve the stories of each family. If you meet someone or currently have a relationship with someone who has a disability, we encourage you to open a conversation and ask them about their preferred way of addressing their condition. We want to be as empowering as possible, and what one family considers empowering can be very different from another.

We also want to acknowledge and call out that a child is never their diagnosis. Yes, a diagnosis may define the obstacles or challenges they face, but it does not define who they are. A child with a disability, just like a typically developing child, will have their own preferences, areas of interest, and distinct personality.

As we share these family’s stories, you will learn the obstacles they overcame, even when “experts” told them it was impossible. More importantly, you’ll come to understand how their lives were transformed and the profound impact KOTM has on our community as a whole. But the last thing I want you to walk away with is stories alone. I want these stories and our passion to move you to action.

We are all capable of more—more kindness, more compassion, and more positive change. Whether it’s volunteering, donating financially, or spreading awareness, your contribution matters. As we turn these pages, let the stories, the passion, and the dedication of KOTM inspire you to make a difference. To say yes to that pull on the inside of you to serve something bigger than yourself, and to challenge what was once labeled impossible. Together, we can ensure that every child, every family, and every community have the support they deserve. Here at KOTM, our journey is far from over; we are aiming for bigger milestones and brighter futures for the families we serve, and we want you to say yes to being a part of the story.



 

CHAPTER 1

ONE CHILD 
AT A TIME



I thought the sun would never rise again. But as I look at my boy now, I realize the sun rises with him.

—KOTM PARENT

Raul and Laura were just like any young couple expecting their first child in 1996. Like so many young parents before them, they were equal parts eager and nervous to meet their little one. But parenthood was not the only new journey they were on. The couple had recently moved to the United States, and they were both striving to establish themselves. Working hard to make the promises of life in America a reality.

Laura’s pregnancy had been typical, and everything seemed to go according to plan. However, their plan was thrown out the window when their son, Raulito, arrived prematurely. The couple did not know it at the time, but their “plan” was forever changed. In addition to the challenges that come with a preemie baby, as the days passed, it became increasingly clear that Raulito would need extensive support and care. Raulito struggled to swallow, an instinct that most babies are born with, and he continued to miss milestone after milestone.

As Raul and Laura struggled to learn a new language and attempted to navigate the labyrinth of a foreign healthcare system, they took their son to doctor after doctor, seeking answers and trying to help find the treatment he needed. As a new mom with little community support and limited access to information, Laura struggled to comprehend her son’s condition fully. She admitted, “As a new mom, I had no experience with kids or babies. So for me, if he moved or didn’t move, it was normal. I didn’t know any different.”

It wasn’t until Raulito turned a year old that a doctor sat them down and finally shared with them a diagnosis: cerebral palsy. While the title offered some clarity, Laura and Raul struggled to comprehend the extent of his condition and what it would mean for Raulito’s development. The hospital provided the couple with a referral for services at KOTM, but they were still unsure what “services” even meant.

When Gaby Breton, a development specialist from KOTM, knocked on the Hernandezes’ door, she didn’t just bring clarity and answers; she brought a lifeline. Being bilingual, Gaby bridged the language gap, connecting with the young family in their native Spanish. During that crucial first meeting, she gently guided Raul and Laura toward understanding the permanence of their son’s diagnosis and disability. Until then, Raul explained, “I didn’t know his condition was permanent.”

Gaby understood the emotional turmoil Laura and Raul were grappling with. They were not only coming to terms with the fact their son has a disability but doing so in a strange country with very little family or friends nearby to support them. Gaby, in true KOTM fashion, stepped in to fill each of those gaps. During home visits, Gaby would often bring her own children, helping to not only foster a sense of trust between the two moms (because, let’s be honest, there is a silent understanding between mothers that we just get it) but also allowing Laura to see first-hand how other moms parent. When their pantry seemed to be running low, Gaby would bring groceries on her next visit and restock that family’s kitchen. She became a safe haven for the couple as they processed the emotional and logistical ramifications of Raulito’s diagnosis.

Gaby also guided Laura and Raul through all of the programs offered at KOTM that the family could lean on, including in-person classes and therapy sessions. Laura was initially hesitant to bring Raulito to KOTM for therapy and classes, questioning why she couldn’t manage his care at home.

At the time, Laura did not have a car, so making the journey across town with Raulito, who, once he was old enough, began using a wheelchair, was no small feat. She reflected, “The classes help me to get out of the house and feel that I can connect with other families, look at other resources, and start interacting with other parents.” These center-based classes were so important to Laura that it was not uncommon for her to wait for the bus in the rain, snow, or sun and to then make the hour-long journey across town. Gaby nowadays often shares Laura’s story with other families who struggle to make it to the center, explaining that if Laura can do it, anyone can.

Laura recounted, “It was very difficult for the first five years. Most of the time, he was in and out of the hospital with a lot of medical problems.” Raulito continued to struggle with swallowing, and at one point, the doctors even recommended a feeding tube, fearing malnourishment. But Laura, bolstered by the training, support, and community of the staff and other families at KOTM, adamantly refused the feeding tube. She was unwavering in her faith that he was more than capable and that, with time, patience, and consistency, he would learn. Today, Raulito feeds himself without a hitch.
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Raulito Hernandez



Laura’s faith in Raulito’s ability to learn and overcome the odds was more than a wish. Over the years, Raulito blossomed as the support and therapy he received had an indelible impact. The respite care program afforded the Hernandez family much-needed breaks from the round-the-clock care he required and peace of mind that Raulito was well cared for.

As Raulito’s abilities grew, he continued to amaze everyone around him. Laura recalled an incident when her parents visited from Mexico. Her mother had an appointment, so before hopping into the shower, she instructed Raulito to have his shoes on and be ready by the time she returned. When she emerged from the shower, a wave of panic swept over her as nobody in the house seemed to know Raulito’s whereabouts. Fearing he had wandered outside, they rushed to the front door, only to find Raulito patiently waiting by the car. Not only had he put on his shoes, but he had also maneuvered into his wheelchair, opened the garage, and even opened the car door, all to ensure they weren’t late. The family was in complete shock at Raulito’s newfound capabilities!

Gaby Breton explained, “Our philosophy at KOTM is to help parents, to empower parents. So when they leave us, they can know what to do with their kids.” She continued, “One of my goals, since day one, is to empower families enough, and this is my good example. I empowered Laura enough that when he turned three, she knew what to do. She knew the resources that we had out in the community so that she could do it.”

The Hernandez family’s story is a clear illustration of the remarkable outcomes that unfold when a parent’s boundless love intersects with the resources and tools needed to empower them. To this day, twenty years later, Gaby shares a close bond with the Hernandez family; Raulito and his siblings affectionately refer to her as “auntie,” and she and Laura remain fast friends.
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It’s vital to remember that Raul and Laura’s story is not unique. Countless families face the unexpected challenges of raising a child with a disability. The love and support they receive make all the difference. KOTM is an organization that understands this, and its work is a beacon of hope for families like the Hernandezes, seeking much-needed information, resources, and support.

In many ways, the Hernandez family epitomizes the very reason KOTM was founded back in the 1980s. Founders Karen Hahne and Brenda Winegar, who at the time recently had become parents to children with Down syndrome, believed, despite the common assumptions at the time, that when parents are equipped with the knowledge and support, they can offer their children the brightest possible future.

FROM SMALL BEGINNINGS

“Nobody intended to start a program. That was the furthest thing from my mind,” Karen Hahne recalled with a slight chuckle.

Back in 1983, Karen was a mom with a “perfect plan,” just like Laura and Raul. Her own children, three of whom were adopted, were between the ages of seven and seventeen and fairly independent: everyone was potty trained and mobile. With no intentions of having any more children or adopting again, Karen was planning on returning to her career as a teacher on a part-time basis. Allowing her to work in the morning and be at home with her five children when they returned from school. It was a great plan, and everything was falling into place.
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