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Connecting Champions

...and [ve been cpending a. lot of time reminiscing this year.

When I started Connecting Champions a decade ago, I was only o teenager with a dream.
Along the way, there were people who tried to steer me off this path, caying: I just don't know if
it will work.” or ‘Maybe itll be better as a side project.”

It's been | ] of E

But it was the people who shared this vision with me — that kids & young adulte with
cancer deserve to be asked, ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?” — who made thic
organization possible.

Now, we have participants in 23 cities (23!), and we've been able to quide hundreds of kids and
young adults to envision life beyond the dicease.

L wanted to share a few stories throvgh the years that have ingpired me. Thank you all

for making these ctoriec — and hundreds more — possible over the last decade. I can't wait to
embark on the next decade alfogether. After all, each and every one of you is a part of our
Connecting Champions family.
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. Kevin was one of the very firct participante in Connecting Champione. When
Pitts éarg h we first met. Kevin told us how much he liked baseball, co we decided to find

him a (ocal baseball player who could be hic mentor.

But as Kevin and I got fo know each other more, it became clear to me that
Kevin'c true passion was helping those around him. He and I bonded over
giving back to the community and he was alwaye the first person to sign up to
volunteer with vs. :

I was still young and, in a lof of ways, Kevin mentored me. He tavght me our
organization waswn't about finding some flachy person who covld be a mentor —
it was about creating a shared vicion and inspiring each other along the way.
We call what we do ‘Friendship building” becavse it really does g0 both ways.
Kevin is a lifelong friend for me.

Today, Kevin is in law cchool and has become a mentor for a young woman in
Connecting Champions — he is the first participant in our program to ever
become a mentor himgeelf.




Need T say more? This is one of my all-time favorite
pictures in Connecting Champions!

Amidst a pandemic, we opened our second ever
in-hospital location, in partnerchip with WU/
Medicine Children’e Hospital. Baylee and Ariella
became one of our first friendships, and they
would video chat every week or fwo about cea
creafures and life.

Upon firct glance, youd think this is a pictore

of mentor Ariella, an aquarist, teaching Baylee
about jellyfich. But wait! Tt is actvally a picture |
of Baylee giving Ariella a lescon on jellyfich! |
Ae much as Baylee loved learning, che craved f____,_
the opportfunity to be the teacher, too.

Before her visits with Ariella, che would often make a
PowerPoint Presentation of different cea life and share her knowledge.

These two have taught me the power of having a friend who “cpeake your language,”
and how it only fakes one adulf to help a teen feel proud of who they are.
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This summer, my coworker Sophia and I had the
Joy of visiting A] & Tracy at Tracye art ctudio. A] ic
an extremely talented digital artict who is starting
her career, and Tracy has been a mentor and friend
along the way.

About halfway throvgh our visit, tﬁey hid their fablete
to pull one of their pieces up. Why wag it so secretive?

When they torned around, we saw that they had both

_ : recreated our logo — each with their own artistic

O oppy o S — touch — to surprise us for our 10th. birthdoy. Oh my, was
B Aiversarys S that a moment! Tt still bringe genuine tears to my eyes.

A] & Tracy have faught ve how critical a mentor can
be to a young adult entering survivorship. It'c not just
about rebuilding confidence or falking about comething
you love. It'c about acquiring the resources, ckills, and
knowledge you need to take that first ctep forward
after treatment.




- Our Executive Director Sidney was
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Celected

to lead a cchool and
career-preparedness
workchop at a national
young adulf cancer
conference
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Presented fo Ohio Department of Health'e
first annual childhood cancer summit
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ﬁ (o¢ Angeles, CA

ﬁ Arizona
ﬁ Texas

ﬁ Oklahoma

ﬁ Kansas City, MO

Y Milwackee, WI

ﬁ Chicago, I

ﬁ Indiana

ﬁ Grand Rapids, MI

ﬁ Kentucky

VY Detroit. MI

ﬁ Columbue, OH

Y Cleveland, OH

w Southern West Virginia
ﬁ Morgantown, WV

ﬁ Central West Virginia
ﬁ Evie, PA

ﬁ Pittsburqh, PA

ﬁ Buffalo, NY

ﬁr West Central Pennsylvania
ﬁ Wachington, D.C.

&y Richmond, VA

Q Baltimore, MD

w Deloware

We were
Selected

to present
our data at the annual American PSychological
ASSociation national conference NN\
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15-year-old Maddie Plays volleyball and quitar

but those hobbies do not compare to her love for :

science. When che met Michigan State University  says Coy. —

professor and researcher, Ron, a whole new world ' ; :

of poscibifity opened for the high cchoof Frechman. Maddie and Ron have boes, meeting every other
week and do wot plan to end their Friendship
anytime soon. Next on Maddie’s to-do list is fo
analyze one of Pon’e research ctudiee and tranclate
it to the /auguage of non-ceienticte go everybaa(y
can understand the Findinge. Tn addition 75 the

Maddie and Pon spend their meetings Together
discuccing alf things science. Pon i able to chare :
what a dey in hic life lsoke like and invitee Maddie

bo ask as many questione ac she has. T hrough her
mentorship with Ron, che is able 7 learh wiore research study, Ron ic helping Maddie decide which

Zé°”t:"e o “éje‘; /‘/’ he isg Z.PZ“' ’Z"“/fe ‘:i;‘;t;hd elasses to take in cchool to be the moct succescfu/
opes to pursue fo, oWing high school graduation. che cam be in the coiemsg feld.

Maddiee pascion

was a perfect fit. Maddie Finds the cefle vnder the Being a mentor from here until
_microccope to be fascinating, and she ie impresced infinity, Ron would love nothing
' by the i@hea/fé/e_ cancer cells that Poun pres’en_fs' to more than to :

her during their vicite together. Their convercatione :

revelve arovnd finding a core for cancer, and Pon : her dream sc

has even given Maddie virtual toure of hic Inb,

Something they hope to dy in-person very coon.

The two friends have also connected by diccuscing o
their favorite musical artiste, but the conversation Maddie and Ron’e Friendship continvec e

| alwaye makee its way back to Madde asking grow every cingle time they meet. Ron (¢ giving
?agrﬁoh Xy ahd /3N;1,'"3 more abaat tAe gc,‘ehce f','e/d Maa/a/ie f lte apfor tllhl'ty fﬂ gee hlhat /I.fle e //'ée

: -~ beyond her diagnocis. Together, they are carving

Connecting Champions Friendship Champion a bright future for a 9irl with a burning pacsion
Coy Thompson hag ceen their relationchip qrow to hefp others. - -
incredibly over the pact fou months and noticed
how much Maddie oys learning about Ron'e work
and the science world ac o whole. : :
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o TO8 Cacper and hic mentor,
Jess, have a. lot of things in common: they both
love art, they are left-handed, and they both
love anime. When these fwo talented people work
together, anything i¢ poscible.

13-year-old Casper loves art and drawing but after
being diagnosed with cancer, he lost that desire to
draw all day long. However, his love for art came
back to life when he met his wew best Friend, Jess.

Jecs is a full-time Tattoo artist at Kyklops Tattoo
& Body Piercing in Pitteburgh’e South Side. In
addition to their fattooing, they work on canvas,
paper, and digital works. One of their main passions
that connects them to Casper is their shared
fove for anime. -

During their biweekly virtval meetings, Cacper and
Jecs spend their time together presenting their
artwork To one another. These ascignments,
predetermined af the previous meeting, allow Casper
and Jese to show off what they have been working
on since the last time they met. Their art i usvally
focused arovnd anime and the characters that
ctar in Casper’s favorite shows. When presenting
their works, they are able to diccuss their different
drawing fechniques, such as the way They made

their characters’eyes or chaped their hair and faces.

Comething fun that the two friends have bequn

" to do is cplit sheet or art trading. They each take
a piece of paper and draw & fine down the middle.
They then draw on one half of their own paper
and, when they are finished, Connecting Champions
Wect Virginia Program Coordinator and Data
Analyst Sloane gives them the other’c paper. They
take their friend’c artwork and complete it on the
other cide of the page so They are able to work on
art fogether despite meeting over & computer screen.

For Casper’c 13th birthday, Jess sent him a drawing
that they made of Casperc favorite characters
from one his favorite animes, My Hero Academia.
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Cacper holde the piece very close To his heart and
his admiration of Jesc is evident to everyone he
knows: caid Sloane.You can
cee that he ic himself and he’e relaxed and hee
with comeone who really gets him and what he
loves and what he’c pascionate about!”

One of Sloane’s favorite parts of their fFriendship is
Jees'e abifity To make Casper laugh. Jess is always
the lact to log on to their video calls, logging in at *
9:33 for a 9:30 call, always doing something crozy
ac their entrance. Whether they are dressed as an
anime character or enter the frame from a weird
angle, Jess always keeps Casper lavghing.

Tn October, Casper and Jess met for the first time
in-person in Pittsburgh at Kyklops. ‘When Casper
first found out that he was actually going to come
to Pittcburgh and meet Jess, he was jumping afl
over the place, literally, which is a hard thing for
him to do since he’s even having trovble walking
due to hic chemotherapy. i

We come to Jess’s shop and jess meets us
at the door. They hug each other and Casper
semi-starts crying and he’s like ‘T'm so happy
to meet youl 'm so happy to meet youl’

He was totally thrilled that he was able to
meaet jess. He was very ¢ ed to meet this
person that brought art back into his life”
— Casper’'s Grandmother

Jecs came to Casper’s aid when he needed them
most, invigorating an urge to draw that had gone
dormant since his cancer diagnosic. Jess really
helpe bring Casper out of his chell and has entirely
helped restore Casper’ confidence and abilities in
drawing because now Casper will draw while he's in

the hocpital,” caid Sloane. ‘ot just things for our

meetings but he will just draw randomly. I think
that good work is being done here on Jesc’e part of
helping restore that confidence in Casper.”

*
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Dr. Linda McAllister-Lucas '
Chief of Division of Pediatric Hemato/ogy/Onco/agy aj
UPMC Children’s Hospital of Pittcburgh

Chrisey (ookabavgh

Parent of a child who is an alumnug in Counec?‘mg Chompione

~ Mark Broadhurct
Chief Operating Officer at Parkhurct Dining

Terrence McAllister _
Financial Advicor at Blue Print Financial Partnere

Dr. Tracey Reed Armant
Program Officer at The Grable Fovndation

Jonnett Maurer
Nonprofit Manager - Higher Ed Profecsional -
Community Advocate - Consultant

Dr. Jane Kogan : = o e
Acsoe. Chief Recearch and Translation Officer at (JPMC : [N/\k E@ B @A%ﬂ
Center for High-Value Health Care .

ADVISOR

Dr. Andrew Bukowingki Pediatric Hematologict /
Oncolsgist at YPMC Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh
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QUR STAFF

Emily Dovgan

Adminictrative Ascistant

Favorite book: "The Bone Mother”
by David Demchuk

Sophia DeBacco

Virtual Program Ascociate

Favorite activity: Making music
with friends

Sidney Kvchuner
Founder & Executive Director

Favorite animal: Ant

Coy Thompson

Senior Program Manager

Cait Wolf
Virtual Program Associate

Favorite food: MangoS or apples Favorite movie: EIf

Sloane Strauss
WV Program Coordinator & Data Analyst

Favorite place to travel:
Zion National Park

Sean Nolan
Development Intern

Favorite Singer: Andy Grammer
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Night of Inspiration

Summer | Emceed by Sean Nolan,
Development Intern and cancer Survivor
ConnectingChampionS.org/InSpiration
Every year, we host an evening where our mentors present

our kide and young adulte with perconalized awards, charing how
they'e inspired uc with their bravery during the cancer journey. -

59 During March Madness season, people
C acros the country form feams with their
| "MARCH TO | coworkers, friends, and classmates to
L Vol Rl cponcor the kide & young adulte with cancer
| ﬂteﬂm in Connecting Champions. They make their
b /[ bracket pools charitable or cimply raice
money to change . [ife.

Toast to...
Wwhen: it's a mystery!
ConnectingChampionS.org/Toast

In 2021, we hosted our cecond ever virtual toast — the Toast to

10 Years — to celebrafe the pact decade of friendships in

Connecting Champions. 350 attendees from 30 ctafec received

a “mystery toast box” at their doorctep, with a fancy drink,

pastries, and other mystery items. I wonder if there will be |
another milestone to toast to soon.... (
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Connecting Champions
Running Team in Memory of Vic

Every May | ConnectingChampionS.org/Marathon
In memory of Victoria Ondo Burnfin, our beloved
intern & mentor

Starting in 2020, we transitioned fo a “Virfual marathon,” where participants
run or walk wherever they are in the world! Whether a full marathon or a pet
walk, there are many ways to hop info nature for a cause.

Janet Lynne McAllister
Masquerade Ball

Every April | JLMMaSqueradeBall.com | In memory of Janet
Lynne McAllister, mother of our Board member Terrence

Before pacsing away from cancer in 2016, Janet's wish was to

host a masquerade ball to raise money for thoce impacted by cancer.
We “drese to the nines” and a kid or young adult in Connecting
Champions is presented with a ‘Guiding (ight” award.
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Connecting Champ:onr is . Developed evidence-based, Historic partnerchip with Reached 100 Received first vational — expands 1o
founded outcomes-driven approach Children Hospital of PGH ; all-time friendchips foundation grant 23 cities
2011 2013 2015 2017 2019 2021
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2012 2014 2016 2018 2020

Pilot program in Reached 10 Firset alom Began national Launched 27 city in

Pittcburgh ic launched all-time friendchipe went to college  ~ expancion diccuscions partuerchip with W/l
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