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    was a record-breaking 
year by all accounts.
2023

We received 226 referrals from dozens of hospitals across the US, we’re officially in more than half the country (27 
states!), we secured our largest grant ever (from the Richard King Mellon Foundation), our research was chosen 
at five national/international conferences, we brought back the Night of Inspiration for the first time since 2019, 
and we negotiated the first pay increases from our hospital and health insurance payers. 

We had some amazing mentoring stories this past year, too (I can’t wait for you to read this annual report! And if 
you haven’t seen our Storybook yet, please enjoy it! ConnectingChampions.org/storybook). I try to remind my staff 
and our mentors regularly that, just by being them, they are changing the lives and futures of young people during 
their cancer journeys. But the truth is that the kids & young adults are changing our lives every day. Our team has 
a “Celebrations” thread where we share tears of joy and fun facts all the time. Here’s one of my favorites: 
Connecting Champions is going to space, y’all! ‘Connecting Champions’ will be engraved on NASA’s Europa Clipper 
spacecraft as it travels 1.8 billion miles to explore Europa, an ocean world that may support life.” How cool is it that 
one of our mentors is placing Connecting Champions among the stars in honor of the participant he is mentoring!

But there’s one moment in particular that I want to celebrate with you all, because I think it really represents the 
future of Connecting Champions.

In June, I was selected to be a plenary speaker at an international conference, the Global Adolescent and Young 
Adult Cancer Congress. In front of hundreds of people — from 19 countries around the world — there I was on the 
big stage. I talked about how young people in cancer treatment and survivorship have unique needs that are criti-
cally unmet in the world of healthcare, and the creative ways Connecting Champions is addressing those needs.

As soon as I walked off the stage, I was flooded by medical professionals from around the world: US, UK, Australia, 
Canada, and even India. After seeing our research-backed model, each was asking how they can build a program 
like Connecting Champions in their countries. And then it hit me:

We are literally leading the world when it comes to career and school 
preparedness for young people during their cancer journeys.

We are literally leading the world when it comes to career and school 
preparedness for young people during their cancer journeys.

Having done this work for over 12 years, we have made discoveries that had never been made before. Even among 
major health institutions, Connecting Champions has established itself among the global leaders in child and young 
adult oncology.

The world is watching what we are building, and each one of you represents a set of hands that has lifted up our 
organization in the last year. The future is bright — for Connecting Champions and for all our participants — and 
you are the reason why.

From my heart to yours,

Executive Director & Founder, Connecting Champions

and provides a mentor in that field who can help them achieve a brighter future.and provides a mentor in that field who can help them achieve a brighter future.

http://ConnectingChampions.org/storybook


Ever since Sophie underwent treatment, she has known she wanted to go 
to school to be a physician assistant. Inspired by her own PA during her 
time in the hospital, Sophie hopes to one day emulate her role model.

Enter Emily, a physician assistant with Nephrology at UPMC Children’s 
Hospital of Pittsburgh. With Sophie being a junior in high school and en-
visioning her life after graduation, Emily has been there every step of the 
way in helping her narrow down her choice of school and find the perfect 
fit to further her education.

Their conversations involve everything from what kind of program to 
enroll in to what college Sophie thinks would be best for her, but they also 
talk about more than just Sophie’s future plans.

“When they’re on a meeting, they’re talking for the full hour,” said
Connecting Champions program staff member Matthew. “A lot of it is 
about Sophie’s future, but Sophie gives updates about what is going on 
for her marching band or swim team. These meetings are just relaxing, 
hanging out and talking.”

Sophie met a physician assistant years ago that inspired her to pursue a 
life in medicine. With the help of her new PA friend, Emily, she is able to 
envision that bright future ahead.

SOPHIE

Rowan LOVES cars. Everything from the different
models to the horsepower of different engines,
he knows all of the facts and details. When he
signed up for Connecting Champions, Rowan asked
us to find him someone that he could share his
passion for automobiles with.

We were excited to match Rowan with friend of
Connecting Champions and car enthusiast Joe
Mancino. Joe and Rowan have been meeting for
years and, in that time, they have discussed all
things Ford Mustang related (Rowan’s favorite
car), built a model car together, and Rowan and
his family even got to visit Joe’s home to see
(and ride in) his exotic car collection.

“Rowan’s been inspiring me during every video chat
and when we met in person,” said Joe. “The world
needs more Rowans!”

Featured on the front page, Rowan’s smile shines brightest when
he’s hanging out with his mentor and checking out his favorite cars.

ROWAN

Connecting Champions asks kids and young adults with cancer*

“ WHAT DO YOU WANT TO BE WHEN YOU GROW UP? ”
and provides a mentor in that field who can help them achieve a brighter future.

*during treatment or survivorship
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HELLO
my name is

EZRA
11 years old

WHAT DO YOU WANT TOBE WHEN YOU GROW UP?

WHAT DO YOU WANT TOBE WHEN YOU GROW UP?

When asked to sum up the friendship between Ezra and his mentor, Jordan, Grand RapidsProgram Coordinator Danielle beamed: “They’re best buddies!”

Ezra is obsessed with the wonders of space. His mentor, Jordan, is the perfect match for the 11-year-old as he teaches him all about his role in quality assurance through NASA.
“Their friendship is amazing because Jordan is very, very good at getting on Ezra’s level and he has a lot of very similar interests as Ezra, like building Legos,” said Danielle.

One of their biggest projects involved them building the Europa Clipper, a spacecraft being developed by NASA, entirely out of Legos. As Jordan works on the actual spacecraft, he is able to teach Ezra all of the cool features on the project.
Another one of the friends’ passions is travel. As Jordan has had to travel for work, he’s filled Ezra in on his trips by showing all of the fun places he’s been. When Jordan went to Alaska, one of Ezra’s dream destinations, Jordan was sure to share his views so Ezra could feel like he was there with his friend. To return the favor, Ezra took time out of his family trip to Hawaii to share the breathtak-ing views on a call with Jordan.

“Their calls are so important to the both of them,” said Danielle. “They’re on the call for like an hour and a half and they just love catching up!”

Jordan has become more than just a mentor to Ezra; he’s now a close friend that is able to share his passions and dream alongside Ezra.
“The match between Ezra and Jordan couldn’t have been more perfect,” said Ezra’s mom, Laura. “Their interests were the same. Their personali-ties were very similar. Jordan has a way of making Ezra feel comfortable and his support during all of that was amazing.”

Although she was unsure if Ezra would want to participate due to his shy nature and treatment schedule, Laura is so happy that he was paired with such a kind and welcoming mentor, allowing her son to meet a positive role model that also shared his passion for space and exploration.

Together, Ezra and Jordan have made countless memories throughout their friendship, and they are truly out of this world!

“When Connecting Champions wasintroduced to Ezra while we were in the hospital, I thought there was no way that he would be interested; he was so shy and that would be something outside of his comfort zone,” Laura remembered. “He wanted to do it and I am so glad that he did. The process was great and the time that we spent over Zoom meetings with Jordan has been such a highlight for Ezra during his wholetreatment. I know it was one of the best things out of his whole experience.”- Laura, Ezra’s mom



AYANNA

Ayanna was introduced to Connecting Champions 

when she shared with her hospital staff that 

she was overwhelmed and unsure how to apply for 

physical therapy school. A recent college graduate, 

she knew she wanted to take the next step in 

becoming a physical therapist, but she didn’t know 

where to start.

Connecting Champions reached out to David, a 

physical therapist who would be able to share his 

experiences with Ayanna and help her pursue her 

passion.

“At first, I was pretty scared of going out of my 

comfort zone,” said Ayanna, reminiscing on her 

initial days with the organization. “When I met 

David, he was so kind and the energy that he gave 

off was very welcoming. He’s the type of person 

that you can talk to very easily.”

Right off the bat, it was obvious that Ayanna and 

David were going to be successful together. “David 

does a really good job of balancing what he experi-

enced and thinks Ayanna should look for while also 

encouraging her and seeking this out for herself,” 

said Virtual Program Associate Cait.

David was able to answer all of Ayanna’s questions 

about becoming a physical therapist and what a 

career in the field may look like. A majority of their 

conversations, however, revolved around Ayanna’s 

application process for physical therapy school.

“Getting into physical therapy school is a stressful 

process,” David admitted, thinking back to his time 

applying to programs. “Anything to help ease that 

stress and the burden of trying to navigate that, 

it felt good to give her the opportunity to help her 

go down a certain path.”

Together, David led Ayanna through all of the 

different aspects of the application process. They 

made a pros and cons list of different schools, 

listing everything Ayanna would want in her dream 

school, and went through each potential program, 

identifying all of the requirements to be admitted 

to the college.

“They really put all of the pieces together of this 

puzzle for her PT application,” Cait said. “Ayanna’s 

a million steps ahead of the game, but she is also 

so actively engaged in doing the things that they 

talk about. David’s really helping set her up for 

success. It’s really, really cool!”

All of the hard work throughout their calls paid off 

when Ayanna got to share with David and Cait 

that she was accepted into a physical therapy 

program! “I felt like my heart was going to explode 

because they were definitely some of my biggest 

supporters,” Ayanna said. “Sharing the news with 

both of them, it was a really good moment that I’ll 

honestly never forget.”

When asked about the moment Ayanna shared the 

good news (pictured above), David said, “Hearing 

her say that she got in, thinking back to all of 

the work that she put in and the times that she 

doubted herself, it all went away and I just saw 

how proud she was. It was an awesome moment 

knowing that I was looking at a future colleague of 

mine. I couldn’t be prouder.”

Once Ayanna finishes school and becomes a full-

time physical therapist, she will have the opportu-

nity to work in the same field of the mentor who 

helped get her to where she is today. “The physical 

therapy field is gaining a future excellent clinician, 

someone that is going to work tirelessly not just to 

help people but to use her own experiences to make 

the profession better,” said David. “I’ve been seeing 

her talk and just hearing someone that’s
passionate about making an impact and the ideas 

that she’s already been thinking of before even 

going to school, you just know that this is a special 

individual that is going to do some great things.”

As she looked back on her experience with the 

organization, Ayanna shared what fond memories 

she holds and her gratitude for her mentorship 

with David. “I’m really thankful for getting to be a 

part of Connecting Champions,” she said. “I have 

such happy memories. They really helped me get 

here.”
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Thank you to all our donors, sponsors, 
& foundations for helping our kids and 
young adults pursue their passions!2023 DONORS

Hillman Foundation
Richard King Mellon Foundation
Shear Family Foundation

$75,000 and up

Heinz Endowments
$40,000 to $74,999

The Grable Foundation
PNC Charitable Trusts
UPMC Health Plan and UPMC Children’s

$20,000 to $39,999

Char and Chuck Fowler Foundation
Dreambuilders Foundation
Robert & Alice Kushner

$10,000 to $19,999

Anonymous (4)
Mark & Amy Broadhurst
Centimark
Eat’n Park
Eat’n Park Hospitality (Mark Broadhurst)
Everest Infrastructure Partners
Irwin & Marlene Cohen
Timothy Cummings
Steve Krebs
John Lovelace
Shirley McCormack
Sam’s Club 6678 - Ryan Dively
Benjamin Simon
Jim & Lora Venturella

$1,000 to $9,999

Anonymous (4)
Jim & Marie Andreucci
Lawrence Bauer
Brigid Bowland
Ian Callender
CFAR
Spencer Fields
Brett Fulesday
David & Donna Gerson
Jeremy Gill
Dana Gold
Gustavo Grunbaum
David Hecker
Dr. Maury Hoberman
Lawrence Hufnagel & Lucille Kelly
Janet Hunter
Knowledgeworks Foundation
Jane Kogan
Ruth Lebed
Jonnett Maurer
Mockenhaupt Family Fund
Carlo Morgano
Daniel Newmark
Shannon Nolan
Connie Ondo
Oyster Creative Co.

$250 to $999

Thomas Pratt
Joyce Rubenstein
Stephanie Samolovitch
Marcia & Jeff Santaga
Brenda Scanlon
Thomas Schult
Matt Schwartz
Janet & Mark Shozda
Rosanne Stead
Gillian Stohner
Julie Strange
Isabela Tetino
Uniontown Walmart

Anonymous (17)
Amy Allen
Tracey Armant
Nina Barbuto
Bart & Tiff
Ellen Beckjord
Debra Behrens
Tai Bendit
Marvin Berkowitz
Jacob Billig
Janet Bowland
Jerry Branson
Jeff Broadhurst
Barbara Brouillette
John Carter
Helen Cohen
Ashley Comans
Rebecca Conklin
Mary Ellen Conn
John Connuck
Diane Creme
Dominick D’Angelo
Marc Dollinger
Patsy van Dyke
Amber Eckenrode
Marshall Einhorn
Michael Eisen
Carol Elsesser
Colleen Fedor
Megan Ferber
Robert Ferguson
Rhonda Fried
Cynthia Friedlander
Barbara Friedman
Joel Garceau
Adam Genecov
Robin Gold
Catherine Hammel
Ethan Hammerman
Shawn Hass
Barbara Herd-Halpert
Bill Jennifer
Rick Jones
Robert Jones
Susan Kabakoff
Laura Katz
Yvonne Keairns

$100 to $249

Ken & Lisa Nowakowski Family Fund
Amardeep Khahra
Michelle King
Julianna Knezovich
Melissa Knorr
Margie Kopiec
James & Kathy Koroskenyi
Barbara & Roger Kostley
Patricia Kramer
Madeline Kushner
Robin Kushner
Scott & Sue Lammie
Chelsea Lamping
Betty Langberg
Eric & Laura Langberg
Josh Leen
Phil & Sheila Leen
Dan Libenson
Stuart Lipton
Crystal Lisowski
Alyssa Lott
Leslie Maazel
Katie Mannarino
Jonathan & Marjorie Margolies
Gustavo Marquez
Keith Maurer
Terrence McAllister
Holly McCann
Connor McGlynn
Rob Milman
Komal Misra
Matthew Montei
Samantha Muller
Sean Nolan’s Bracket Group
Erik Nordgren
Karen Odden
Ashley Olekshuk
Delilah Orizaba
Gabe Paley
William Palmer
Danny Pelisek
Pat Penman
Anne Philbin
Marlaina Pongibove
Nicole Reed
Natalie Reimer
Jeff & Helen Remington
Manivel Rengasamy
Susan Richason
Andy Rihn
Graham Rihn
Kim Ritchey
Sarah Roberts
David Roer
Peter Rofes
Ellen Romagni
Linda Roth
Mary Scanlon
Anna Schade
Michele Schipper
Jocelyn Schlossberg
Judah Schvimer

Kendra Scott
Dafna Shimshi
Nanci Simkin
Jeremy Simons
Tim Smith
Sarah Spiegel
Ninette Stiskin
Mike Stohner
Abigail Stryker
Gisele Sutherland
Elizabeth Tatti
Brandon Taub
Karen Tetino
Heather Grace Thomas
John Thomas
Nick Thomas
Anne Marie Toccket
Sarah Visich
Jean Watkinston
Nathan Weinberger
Emily Wilton
Shane & Ally Wise
Megs Yunn

Anonymous (34)
Christopher Abato
Marjory Abrams
Steward Abramson
Sharon & Mark Ackerman
Jeremy Ader
Catherine Aitken
John Aitken
Peyton Aitken
Keith, Beth, Kelsi, & Noah Alling
Joseph Ament
Ethan Anderson
Katie Apgar
Benjamin Asher
Danielle Ault
Grant Averill
Eric Axelman
Cheryl Bair
Rob Ballerstedt
Jeff Barton
Amy Bassi
Barbara Baumann
Sierra Bell
Linda Benfield
Caleb Benson
Clara Beyer
Susan Boemer
Alyssa Bombalski
Matthew Borgia
Maire Borra
Jullian Borsos
Daniel Brauckmann
Olivia Biffault
Debbie Briggs
Rachel Brustein
Chase Burnfin
Leslie Cairns

up to $100
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Michael Caraballo
Kim Carcella
Jen & Jared Cheu
Jaime Christie
Nick Cicchitelli
Michael Coates
Diana Cone
Blake Conklin
Laura Corn
Jessica Cosenze
Marcus Cox
Maria Cox-Wiggins
Lauren Cregan
Justin Curtis
Custom Ink LLC
Bruce Cybul
Amy & Jerry Dailey
Amy Daniels
Alex Deberghes
Kevin Dittes
Brandon Dzirko
Diane Eberle
Ethan Ebinger
Pat Eichten
Brenda Eldred
Michael Enwright
Penny Erbe
Rebecca Erbe
Lorie Falvey
Jerry Farrelli
Adam Fischer
Stephen Flory
Justin Forzano
Alan Freed
Sam Frolichstein-Appel
Anna Fuller
David Furfaro
Kevin Garcia
Leah Gelman
Karyan Gershon
Susan Gibson
Courtney Giesey
Liz Girsch
Caren Goldberg
Emmet Golden-Marx
Jesse Golden-Marx
Paul Golin
Caitlin Gorman
Ian Graham

Betty Graumlich
Carly Griffith
Leah Grosso
Adam Guthrie
Daniel Hackert
Brad Hampel
Sherri Hampel
Drew Hansen
Nathan Hargraves
Patrick Harris
Marissa Hartman
Andrew Hattersley
Emily Haubert
Trevor Haubert
Mark Henriksen
Lisa Hess
Michael Hessler
James Hoagland
Greg Hood
Angela Huber
Matt Huha
Sara Hutchinson
Zach Ingber
Anthony Jackel
Stefanie Jacob
William Jeffries
Deb Johnson
Lindsay Johnston
Brian Jones
Connor Jones
Elizabeth Jones
Spencer Kale
Jessica Kanuck
Ilia Kappenhagen
Brendan Karnbauer
Caroline Kaschak
Christian Kaschak
Donna Kefalos
Tom Kelly
Gerdes Kimberly
Patrick Kirby
Alaina Klause
Jeffrey Kleeman
Dan Kleiman
Jerry Klein
Michael Klinke
Matthew Knoeppel
Evan Kogan
Christina Koharski

Jennifer Koroskenyi
Diana Kostrubiak
Grace Kovalan
Paul Kowal
Cory Kraft
Sidney Kushner
Nik Lal
Nicole Lann
Richard Lebed
Daniel Leber
Mike Lehman
Lee Levitt
Eric Levy
Audrey Lew
Eric Lewin
Megan Lewis
Nanette Lewis
David Lowe
Adam Lubitz
John Luckey
Pamela Ludin
Veronica Lukach
Paula Lutz
Sydney Lyden
Catherine Lyons
T Ma
Brian Mack
Emily Maitin
Alicia Malak
Cason Male
Benjamin Mandel
Jordan Mann
Sandra La Mar
Kevin Matchette
Scott Maurer
Nick Mazzanti
Catherine McBriad
Gina McCafferty
Peter McCook
Lindsey McCormack
Kylie McCracken
Eamon McGlynn
Jake McGraw
Eric McGregor
Patrick Medeiros
Marsha Mintz
Dan, Lin, Bob, & Kris 
Moffitt
Matthew Montgomery

Matthew Moreno
Richard Morgan
Patrick Moriarty
Erika Mueller
Nonna Neft
Preston Neimeiser
Christine Nolan
Richard Nolan
Ryan Nugent
Jimmy Nuse
Hanunah Oglesby
Ted & Susan Ondo
Kacy Ondo
Amanda Osterberger
Ethan Padway
Nick & Janet Padway
Mike Palmietto
Angelo Panos
Heather Paul
Shane Petrelli
Lindsey Pistner
Isabel Platt
Baylee Portd
Tim Pracher
Lesley Price
Christopher Redus
Gabrielle Reed
Brian Remington
Calvin Reuter
Jack Reuter
Tanya Rizzuto
Daniel Rocknage
David Rodriguez
Jena Rodriguez
Aaron Rosenthal
Sydney Roth
Dean Rottau
Jill Russell
Lynne Ryan
Keri Sarajian
Arjun Sawhney
Tim & Karen Schade
Shelly Schapiro
Neal Schmidt
David Schmidt-Fellner
Rebecca Schwartz
Gina Shaffer
Batallia Shastak
Jordan Shaw

Ariona Sherwood
Erinne Silver
Singer Family
Ishan Sinha
Josh Slocum
Maryjo Smith
Rachel Snow
Paul Sobczak
Brian Sokolow
Barbara & Stephen Sparta
Ryan Stannard
Eric Steiner
David Stephenson
Allison Stevens
John Stock
Reid Sutton
Jon Szuch
Guy Tabachnick
Judy Tetino
Sara Thomas
Kelly Tobias
Nikola Topich
Kaylin Treese
Mariah Triske
Sarah Trunk
Ronnie Tutko
Rachel Tyahla
Alec Ulnick
Lisa Vahey
Brooke Venturella
Julie Vilanova
Steve Wallace
Brian Walsh
Steven Wanicur
Margaret Ward
Julia Wedgle
Paul Weiss
John Welker
Brandy Weller
Maxwell Wernecke
Anthony White
Jonathan Wiede
Samanta Wilczynski
Ashleen Wilwohl
Sam Winograd
Brandon Woo
Shannon Yanek



 

OUR STAFF
Sidney Kushner
Founder & Executive Director
Favorite food: Apple
Cinnamon Cheerios

Arias Flory
Senior Operations Manager
Favorite book: “Oathringer”
by Brandon Sanderson

Cait Wolf
Virtual Program Associate
Favorite singer: Ben Rector

Sean Nolan
Assistant of Everything
Favorite sports team:
Pittsburgh Pirates

Coy Thompson
Program Director
Favorite animal: Red-tailed hawk

Danielle Conklin
Grand Rapids Program Coordinator
Favorite activity: Camping
with my family

Matthew Hammel
Regional Program Coordinator
Favorite movie: Inception

Kaitlin Travinski
Mentor Finder
Favorite travel destination:
Walt Disney World

BOARD OF DIRECTORSBOARD OF DIRECTORS

Dr. Linda McAllister-Lucas 
Chief of Division of Pediatric Hematology/Oncology at  
UPMC Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh

Chrissy Lookabaugh 
Parent of a child who is an alumnus in Connecting Champions

Mark Broadhurst 
Chief Operating Officer at Parkhurst Dining

Terrence McAllister
Financial Advisor at Blue Print Financial Partners

Dr. Tracey Reed Armant
Program Officer at The Grable Foundation

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

Dr. Jane Kogan
Assoc. Chief Research and Translation Officer at UPMC 
Center for High-Value Health Care
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OUR STAFF2024 EVENTS
During March Madness season, people 
across the country form teams with their 
coworkers, friends, and families to sponsor 
the kids & young adults with cancer in Con-
necting Champions. They make their bracket 
pools charitable or simply raise money to 
change a life.

Entire month of March | Online | MarchtoFriendship.com

Buckle up and rev your engines because we’re hitting the road for
an epic virtual journey! Help us celebrate the incredible participants
and mentors of Connecting Champions in every corner of the
nation. Join us for an unforgettable evening filled with excitement,
laughter, and all of the possibilities ahead. From lively performances
to heartwarming testimonials, we’re packing our itinerary with pit
stops that’ll leave you inspired and ready to hit the road running!

Toast from Coast to Coast
Thursday, May 16
ConnectingChampions.org/Toast

Join #TeamVic in-person in Pittsburgh or wherever you are virtually for this 
year’s Charity Run. Run or walk a 5k with us and help us raise money to create 
hope and joy in the life of a kid or young adult facing cancer.

Connecting Champions  
Charity Run in Memory of Vic
Sunday, July 28
ConnectingChampions.org/RunforVic 
In memory of Victoria Ondo Burnfin, our
beloved intern & mentor

Every year, we host an evening where our mentors present  
our kids and young adults with personalized awards, sharing how 
they’ve inspired us with their bravery during the cancer journey.

Night of Inspiration
Saturday, September 28  
Jewish Community Center of Pittsburgh
ConnectingChampions.org/Inspiration

http://MarchtoFriendship.com
http://ConnectingChampions.org/Toast
http://ConnectingChampions.org/RunforVic  
http://ConnectingChampions.org/Inspiration


Learn more at: connectingchampions.org
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Connecting Champions
was founded

Pilot program in
Pittsburgh was launched

Developed evidence-based,
outcomes-driven approach

Reached 10
all-time friendships

Historic partnership
with Children’s Hospital
of Pittsburgh

First alum
went to college

Reached 100
all-time friendships

Began national
expansion discussions

Received first national
foundation grant

Launched 2nd city 
in partnership with
WVU Medicine

Virtual program 
expanded across
the country

International
recognition

300 all-time
friendships


