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STORY
KATE FENDA’S

In 2016 Kate Fenda, at 22 years old, was going to 

embark upon one of the greatest changes of her life. 

Born and raised in the Northern Minnesota Iron Range, 

Kate enjoyed the comfort and connection of her 

community, who embraced Kate for exactly who she 

is. Kate and her family were ready to make a move, 

mostly because Kate missed one of her best friends, 

her sister Margaret, who had married and moved to 

Minneapolis. Kate and her family knew this was going 

to be a big change, and with guidance from trusted 

friends, the decision was made to move to St. Cloud, 

MN, and have Kate start working at WACOSA.

Kate was enjoying not only a new job but also new 

opportunities to explore her community through 

WACOSA. Kate says other than work, she enjoys time at 

WACOSA playing games, doing crafts, taking walks at 

Lake George, and enjoying coffee at Cashwise. Kate 

particularly likes going out in the community to work 

with a WACOSA crew that packages mouth guards 

at a local manufacturer. “I like everyone at WACOSA 

because they are happy,” Kate confides, “They have 
helped me to talk for myself, to tell staff what I need.”  

Lynn Welle, Lead Client Manager at WACOSA, reflects 

on Kate, “Kate has such a positive attitude. She always 

is in a great mood and has a smile on her face. Kate 

takes on each job with that same positivity.”

When Kate isn’t at WACOSA, she enjoys scrapbooking 

family photos, making cards, music concerts, cooking 

and baking.  “I love to eat!” Kate exclaims.  Kate is also 

involved in the Special Olympics and in 2019 she won 

a silver medal in the bocce ball individual competition. 

Kate also honored her sister and brother-in-law at their 

wedding, singing a beautiful and personalized version 

of Dancing Queen for the bride, groom, and all the 

other guests. 

“Kate is proud of herself and so is our family,” Patti, 

Kate’s mother, shares. “Kate is a people person. 

Especially during the transition, she needed to be 

surrounded by caring people; and that’s exactly what 

she experienced. The staff made Kate feel very much 

welcomed. They got to know her, and Kate got to know 

them. Because of this positive personal interaction, 

Kate made it! From the first day, and every day since, 
Kate leaves her home to go to work at WACOSA with a 

smile on her face.”   

“Thank you for helping WACOSA  

so my friends and me have a place  

to work and learn new things.” 

- Kate’s message for WACOSA supporters

PAGE 2



PAGE 3

Thank you to everyone who supported and/or came out to cheer on the Rox and support 

WACOSA for WACOSA’s Night at the Rox Fundraiser.  Troy Lemke had the honors of throwing  

the first pitch of the game, kicking off a great night with WACOSA friends and family.  

NIGHT AT THE ROX
WACOSA’s



PAGE 4

WACOSA was honored recently to receive a 2021 

Life Enrichment Award presented by the Minnesota 

Organization for Habilitation and Rehabilitation  

(MOHR).  The award is presented annually to MOHR 

members demonstrating innovative ways of enriching 

the lives of individuals with barriers to daily living. This  

year, WACOSA’s Connect Academy was nominated for 

inclusion in the 2021 award selection process.  

“During the formation of WACOSA’s Connect Academy 

(CA), we compiled course offerings and focus areas 

related to adaptive technology, self-advocacy, theater, 

and health and wellness, based upon the feedback 

we received from participants of WACOSA programs”, 

explains Coordinator, Mike Nichols.  “The content of 

CA classes is adapted and tailored to the choices of 

individuals who choose to participate. They drive the 

experience and content”.  

Through CA, the individuals WACOSA serves are able to 

engage and learn, either as individuals or as a group, 

from virtually anywhere.  For many participants, CA 

classes represent a critical social contact with people 

outside of their home, most notably during the time of 

COVID-19.  For others, classes offer an opportunity to 

reacquaint with old friends and make new ones.  The 

program’s role in maintaining and improving the quality 

of life for those we serve is significant, not only for the 
current program opportunities it affords but also for the 

advances in future service delivery it represents.    

Beyond the use of live video technology, a key reason 

WACOSA’s Connect Academy is so innovative is the 

advanced media equipment used to implement  

classes.  Multiple camera angles, graphics and 

animations make for an engaging and fun experience. 

Moreover, the expertise of WACOSA staff, volunteers  

and guest presenters helping to teach classes makes  

CA an exceptional, life-enhancing experience for all.  

“We are excited to be one of the first to offer this new 
program opportunity”, says Steve Howard, WACOSA’s 

Executive Director.  “Mike and his team are teaching 

indispensable skills in a fun and exciting way. There 

was a time the mastery of technology to access our 

community was an incidental set of skills, known only to 

a few. Today, however, knowing these skills is mandatory 

for total and complete inclusion in society.  Right now, 

I am certain many individuals participating in CA 

can access their communities more efficiently using 
technology than I can.  Now that’s exciting!”

WACOSA receives

2021 LIFE ENRICHMENT
award

Correction:  In the Winter 2021 edition of The Buzz, in the piece titled WACOSA 

Donor Kicks-Off Endowment, we incorrectly spelled the name of Mickey Lenzmeier.  

We apologize for the error and thank the Lenzmeier family for their continued 

support of WACOSA. 



APH’s annual fundraiser for WACOSA was held this 

summer, where all donations were once again  

matched by both APH and the Bartlett family, pushing 

this year’s amount to $305,000 and a nine-year grand 

total to $1.5 million! 

To celebrate and recognize the many supplier partners 

who supported this year’s fundraiser, John and Nancy 

Bartlett hosted a cocktail reception and lobster dinner 

at their home. The get-together culminated in the 

presentation of a check to Steve Howard, Executive 

Director of WACOSA.  

“The impact of this amazing donation, led yearly by 

the Bartlett family and APH, changes lives in so many 

wonderful and productive ways,” commented Howard.  

“No matter the barrier an individual may have, the gift 

of these dollars to WACOSA provides the customized 

structural, physical and very personal support people 

need to help each achieve their personal goals and 

objectives one dream at a time.”

“I am once again amazed by the support we’ve 

received, especially during another challenging year,” 

said Corey Bartlett, president and CEO of APH. “Every 

dollar raised will go a long way towards advancing 

WACOSA’s mission. Simply put, we couldn’t be more 

proud of and thankful for our supplier partners.” 

The annual fundraiser is co-chaired by Jay Knopick, 

Action Sales + Marketing; Mark Hoffman, East Penn 

Manufacturing; Josh Oster, Tall Sales; Pat Ryan, NorthPro 

Representatives; Gary Stumm, WIX Filters; and Brand 

Johnson, N.A. Williams. 

-Excerpts of APH News Release, written by Dan Maciej

LOBSTERFESTAPH
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FIRST AVENUE NEXT STEPSWACOSA 
BY STEVE HOWARD, WACOSA EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Alex enjoying a Connect 

Academy class

Adam & Holly in standing 

equipment

In this month’s issue of the Buzz, we 

are excited to focus on WACOSA’s 

newly annexed 1st Avenue Program, 

formerly known to many as the 

Independence Center, Inc. (ICI). 

Noted writer J.R. Rim once said, “A 

tree is no more valuable than a seed. 

Both are simply at a different stage 

in their development.” It is with such 

a philosophy in mind that, in 2019, 

WACOSA stepped forward at the 

request of the Independence Center 

Board of Directors to shepherd ICI into 

its next stage of service excellence.  

Today, we are pleased to share that 

WACOSA’s 1st Avenue Program is 

well on its way to writing the next 

chapter of the former ICI’s history of 

quality service delivery.

As WACOSA assumed responsibility 

for what is now our 1st Avenue 

Program, staff immediately under 

took the challenge of researching 

the unique needs and interests of 

each individual receiving services. 

Almost immediately, themes of 

health and safety emerged as 

critical cornerstones upon which 

all other efforts must be built.  

WACOSA staff set to work revising 

and updating service delivery 

systems to create an all-around 

safer daily experience that would  

create a more satisfying working 

environment for both clients and  

staff.  Newer, safer positioning tables 

were introduced to reduce the 

chance of injury for all individuals.  In 

addition, state-of-the-art stationary 

and mobile lift equipment was  

added to reassure clients of their 

personal well-being whenever 

moving or re-positioning. 

Additionally, Occupational (OT) 

and Physical Therapy (PT) quickly 

emerged as indispensable given the 

characteristics and needs of many  

of the location’s clientele.  To this 

end, WACOSA applied for, and 

received, a grant from the Central 

Minnesota Community Foundation, 

enabling us to partner with SPOT 

Rehabilitation, to provide staff 

critical training and assistance to 

help WACOSA clients progress in 

ways that complement each of 

their unique abilities and challenges.  

Sensory equipment was added to 

assist individuals stimulated in non-

traditional ways to gain comfort 

with their surroundings, as well as 

cope with various types of sensory 

stimulation.

As the 1st Avenue Program 

service improvements unfolded, 

the requirement for life enriching 

opportunities became more evident.  

Staffing ratios improved and were 
increased, and community access 

opportunities were aslo established. 

Moreover, WACOSA procured a 

grant from the Central Minnesota 

Community Arts Board, providing 

the resources needed to engage 

Teaching Artist, Dan Mondloch, to 

work with clients on completing two 

pieces of commissioned artwork 

that will eventually adorn the walls 

of the 1st Avenue building. Upgrades 

in computer hardware and internet 

access were also implemented.



Additionally, IPads were added so 

that 1st Avenue clients could take 

advantage of remote service classes, 

an indispensable option in these times 

of limited contact due to COVID-19.

We are excited about the developing 

and evolving nature of WACOSA’s 

services.The world in which we live 

requires us to keep our finger on 
the pulse of the ever-changing 

communities and businesses that 

surround us.  This, in turn, ensures the 

services and training we provide 

are innovative and contemporary.  

We are confident in saying that 
WACOSA’s 1st Avenue Program is 

quickly developing the services it 

needs to help prepare its clientele 

for whatever “next steps” the future 

brings them.
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FIRST AVENUE NEXT STEPS
FIRST AVENUE NEXT STEPS CONTINUED...

Nate stacks blocks - 4 high 

is a new record!

Bob & Brandi

Melissa & Deb sharing 

a smile!

Erin working on fine 
motor skills

Peggy, Judy and Bob
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WACOSA was recently awarded a grant from the Central Minnesota Arts Board which has allowed us to 

diversify our virtual arts programming by collaborating with local artists, Heather Mastromarco and Nicholas 

Pawlowski. As part of this project, Connect Academy participants join weekly WACOSA TheatreWorks classes to 

virtually explore the magic of theater and dance.  

VISUAL ARTS 

About Nicholas

Nicholas Pawlowski is an expert 

participatory dance educator 

and storyteller. An early adopter of 

technology, Nicholas has been refining 
his teaching techniques to most 

effectively engage people of all ages 

and abilities on Zoom for nearly 5 years.  

His preparation is evident by the high 

level of engagement and excitement 

around WACOSA during his All Abilities 

Adaptive Dance classes.  

About Heather

Heather Mastromarco brings years of experience in 

professional theatre production to WACOSA’s virtual 

theatre classes. Her ability to teach to each student’s 

unique needs creates an enriching experience for all. 

Participants of Heather’s Theatre Fun 101 class gain 

confidence as they discover creative power through 
play, explore emotions and create unique characters.   

This activity is made possible by the voters of Minnesota 

through a grant from the Minnesota State Arts Board, 

thanks to a legislative appropriation from the Arts and 

Cultural Heritage Fund.
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“We make a living by what we get.  
We make a life by what we give.” 

All WACOSA Legacy Society members will be publicly acknowledged 

and honored as part of a very select group of donors (unless 

anonymity is requested).

Some people think Estate & Gift Planning is about convincing 

wealthy people to make a large estate gift, but it has very little to 

do with a person’s wealth and everything to do with matching a 

person’s passion with their philanthropic interests. Estate gifts of all 

sizes are welcomed, needed and appreciated.

The future of WACOSA holds a great deal of promise and excitement 

because of the wisdom, generosity, passion and foresight of 

“WACOSA Legacy Society” members and their personal legacy to 

help future generations of individuals with disabilities.  

BECOME A MEMBER:
1. By naming WACOSA as a beneficiary in 
their will/trust, life insurance policy, bank/

savings accounts, retirement fund/IRA, 

charitable gift annuity, pooled income 

fund or charitable remainder trust.

2. By establishing a Named Endowment 

Fund (NEF) with a current or deferred 

gift/pledge.

WACOSA LEGACY SOCIETY

During the 2021 United Way of Central Minnesota’s Day of Caring event, we got 

the opportunity to meet volunteers Barb and Annette. Barb and Annette helped 

with a variety of tasks in WACOSA’s thrift store, ThriftWorks! Barb and Annette 

shared that they had met while volunteering at WACOSA in 2016 through 

AmeriCorps Senior RSVP program. Since then, the two of them have become 

volunteer friends, working together at multiple nonprofits to spread the gift of their 
time and the joy of their friendship. Thank you, Barb and Annette, for everything 

you do to support our community! 

It's an honor to make financial contributions to WACOSA because of  
the quality staff you employ and programming you offer your clients.

Your daily activity offerengs are varied and enriching for the 

scope of abilities and interests of the folks whom you serve with 

compassion, zeal, and love. Our sister/sister-in-law especially enjoys 

your "Mystery Outings", playing BINGO in the community, any Arts 

& Craft projects and exercises, just to name a few. We think your   

drive-thru fundraiser last summer during COVID-19 isolating was 

ingenious and fun. We are most grateful for all your efforts. We are confident our monetary contributions are an 
investment in the community and in the future. Your team makes a significant difference in Theresa's life and our 
family feels blessed. With gratitude and joy, Nancy and Larry Eisinger.

SPOTLIGHTDONOR 

VOLUNTEER SPOTLIGHT 

—Winston Churchill
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In this past quarter, 

former Board Chair,  

Jeff Murphy, stepped 

down in order to 

address the growing  

of his own company 

during these difficult 
times. Thanks, Jeff, 

for your outstanding 

board leadership over the years and  

for helping take WACOSA through  

a time of significant change and 
challenge for our organization. 

We are pleased to announce Jon  

Archer as the new Chairman of 

WACOSA’s Board of Directors. Jon  

is a CPA and Partner with Schlenner 

Wenner and Company in the St. Cloud 

area, where he provides auditing, 

accounting and consulting services 

for not-for-profit organizations and 
government entities, including cities, 

school districts, and townships. 

Welcome Jon and thanks for stepping 

up to take the helm.  

We are also pleased to announce Jeff 

Benveniste as WACOSA’s new Board 

Treasurer.  Jeff is the Director of Financial 

Planning and Analysis with Jefferson 

Capital Systems, where he is responsible 

for oversight of budgeting and 

forecasting, mergers and acquisitions, 

tax, treasury and other related  

activities.  Prior to Jefferson Capital 

Systems, Jeff held leadership positions 

with multiple large organizations, 

including Pentair, HomeServices of 

America, and Select Comfort. 

WACOSA is fortunate to have so many 

talented and dedicated professionals 

to volunteer on our governing body. 

Historically, the board has been 

composed of 12 members.  However, 

given some recent redesigning, the 

board’s plan is to grow its number to a 

maximum capacity of 16.

TEAM
LEADERSHIP 

WELCOME

JON ARCHER

WACOSA BOARD CHAIR
Steve Howard, Ed.D 

Executive Director

Nancy Betts 

Vice President of Quality 

Assurance and Programs

Beth Sueker 

Operations Manager

Maggie Dilks 

Human Resources Manager

Traci McKinnon 

Finance Director

Roxanne Ryan Layne 

Business Development

Pat Flicker 

Fund Development Manager

Ann Kennedy  

Sales & Marketing Director

Mary Rothstein 

Sauk Centre Site Coordinator

Stephanie Schaefer 

Senior Site Coordinator

Lynn Welle 

Lead Client Manager

Board of Directors

Jon Archer 

Chair

LeRoy Northam

Vice Chair

Ronald W. Brandenburg 

Secretary

Jeff Benveniste

Treasurer

Matt DesJardins

Curt Gainsforth

Mollie Garden

Jennifer Johnson

Laura Krueger

Jeff Murphy

Karla Myres

Joe Perske

Lindsey Rennie

Herb Trenz

Sandie Westergren

310 Sundial Drive 
P.O. Box 757 

Waite Park, MN 56387

MEET PAT FLICKER

Thanks to our amazing board and 

congratulations to Jon and Jeff! 

WACOSA also wishes to extend Carrie Abfalter,  

our out-going Development Manager,  

a thank you for her dedication to WACOSA!

Please help WACOSA welcome our  

new Development Manager, Pat "Flicker. 

Pat has over 25 years of experience  

in donor relations and community 

development in the nonprofit sector,   
including organizations such as 

Lutheran Social Services of MN and 

the Franciscan Sisters of Little Falls.  Pat 

has an MA in Pastoral Ministry from  

St. John’s School of Theology.  “I am  

really excited to be a part of the  

WACOSA family,” Pat says, “I look  

forward to getting to know the people  

we serve, their families and support 

teams, and of course, our amazing 

donors.”  In her spare time, Pat enjoys 

spending time with her daughters 

and grandkids, 

gardening, and 

being outdoors.



MATT DESJARDINS

JENNIFER JOHNSON

CURT GAINSFORTH
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Please help us welcome Sandie Westergren to the WACOSA Board of Directors! 

Sandie Westergren is the HR Director for Sisters of the Order of St. Benedict. She 

has been in the HR field for 21 years, starting as an HR Assistant, then Training 
Coordinator, HR Generalist, HR Business Partner and, finally, an HR Director. She 
was the HR Director at WACOSA for four years and is thrilled to be working with this 

amazing organization again! Sandie currently lives in St. Cloud with her husband, Al, 

and their three dogs. She has two adult daughters, with the first one getting married 
in October 2021. When she isn’t sitting around the bonfire in her free time, she is 
quilting or scrapbooking.

TEAM
SANDIE WESTERGREN

Matt Desjardins is the Vice-President of Eich Motor Company in St. Cloud. Matt grew up in the St. 

Cloud area, attending St. John’s University and graduating with a degree in business management.  

While at St. Johns, Matt played football for the legendary football coach, John Gagliardi. After 

graduating, Matt spent the next several years working in and learning the Auto industry with the 

Penske organization in Minneapolis. After leaving Penske, he returned home to help run the family 

dealership.  He is now the fifth generation of the Eich family to work for and run Eich Motor Company. 
Outside of work, Matt enjoys spending time at the lake with family, playing golf, and is a huge 

Minnesota Vikings fan.

NEW BOARD MEMBERS 

Curt Gainsforth is a vice president of West Bank in St. Cloud, MN, where he 

specializes in providing banking solutions/services to for-profit business and their 
business owners, along with not- for-profit businesses. Curt has been in the banking 
industry for 20 years and also has been involved in numerous non-profit board 
and committee roles over the past 20 years. Curt grew up in Bismarck, ND and 

graduated from North Dakota State University. He now considers Central MN 

home, as he has lived and worked in the area for the past 25 years. Curt and his 

wife, Sara, live in Sartell. They have a family of three girls. When not at work, their 

family enjoys spending time at the lake, hiking and golfing together. 

Jennifer Johnson has been an owner of the corporate adult foster care business, 

Quality Care Services, Inc. (QCS) since August 2002. QCS provides residential 

services to individuals diagnosed with varying developmental disabilities in the 

St. Cloud area. Jennifer is also a member of the Disability Awareness Task Force, 

which is comprised of local organizations and entities that are committed to 

bringing disability awareness and education to the community. She grew up in 

St. Cloud, graduated from Apollo High School, then attended the University of 

MN Duluth and earned a degree in Early Childhood Special Education in 1999. 

Jennifer has served the full term as a member of the Wacosa Board intermittently 

from November 2004 - November 2019. In 2020, she became a non-board 

member on the Program Committee until present. Recently, Jennifer has been 

re-elected to serve on the Wacosa Board and is looking forward to continuing 

to be a part of the WACOSA mission creating possibilities for all abilities. She lives 

in Sartell with her husband, Brian, and two sons, Carter and Ray. Jennifer enjoys 

spending time with her family and attending all their sports and activities.



Tech High School Performing Arts Center- 

WACOSA TheatreWorks’ first time on-stage 
variety show.  

Save the Date: 

SAVE THE DATE

June 11th, 2022, at 3pm
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